
While the Civil War 
I raged, mistress 
Land slave fought 
Wfor the same 
A man’s love! 




THE MISTRESS OF 
LA BELLE TERRE 


Flame Amberton, as fiery as her 
name, ruled the plantation of La 
Belle Terre with an iron hand, driv¬ 
ing her slaves as mercilessly as she 
drove herself. When Monique, her 
lovely mulatto half-sister, rebelled 
against her tyranny, Flame sold her 
in new Orleans, never dreaming 
that the girl would one day 
become her rival in love. 

Daughters of the same father, 
they shared a heritage of cour¬ 
age, yet were destined to reap 
the bitter fruits of 
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WHITE MAN’S TOY 


‘There’s something I’d like you to do for me, 
Monique,” her new owner said. “I was pleased when 
you didn’t have to undress at the slave auction as 
those other wenches did. I wouldn’t have liked that 
mob staring at you. But I want you to shuck down 
now’, my dear, all the way down. Will you?” 

As a child, Monique had been brutally raped, and 
since then she had managed to avoid the attentions 
of men. But her new owner had paid a high price for 
the use of her beautiful young body, and if she didn’t 
please him he might sell her off to a whorehouse. 

She said, “I’d be glad to.” Thanks to the wine he had 
urged her to drink, she felt strangely uncaring. 
Slowly, to titillate him to the utmost, she began 
removing her clothes... 
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Prologue 


Excerpt from the New Orleans Daily Record, Septem¬ 
ber 8, 1861: . ._ 

“In the considered opinion of your correspondent, 
the grand ball given at the Amberton Plantation, 
La Belle Terre, this past Friday evening rivaled the most 
sumptuous soirees held by the socially elite of our 

community. . „ , 

"The glittering affair was a farewell party tor Colo¬ 
nel John Amberton, the plantation s owner, on the eve 
of his departure for the war at the Head of the regiment 
he personally recruited and equipped for the defense of 
the Confederacy. 

"In addressing the nearly two hundred guests, Colo¬ 
nel Amberton stated, 1 can no longer sit idly by while 
our beloved Southland is menaced by the cruel might of 
the Federal Government. Better that the armies of that 
monster in the White House be defeated far from 
Louisiana than for us to wait and fight them on our 
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doorsteps. So I leave my dear family and the home I love 
to help the soldiers in gray keep the North from gaining 
a stranglehold on these Confederate States of America. 
May God be with us in our time of peril! ’ 

"His patriotism was deservedly applauded. 

“The upriver setting for this gala social event was not 
so rustic as we city dwellers might imagine. The 
Amberton mansion is a stately one, as finely furnished 
as any residence on Chartres Street. Only by day is the 
bucolic nature of the surroundings discernible. Then 
nearly two hundred blacks can be seen laboring on La 
Belle Terre’s vast acreage, singing as they toil. Here one 
can find no evidence of the wrongness that is hysterical¬ 
ly claimed for the institution of slavery by the abolition¬ 
ists. 

"As hostess. Colonel Amberton’s charming wife, the 
former Denise Beaumont, whose father founded the 
plantation when Louisiana was under French control, I 
left nothing to be desired. Assisting her with equal 
graciousness were her daughters, Deborah and Jeanette, 
true Southern belles of the first order. Absent from the 
affair was Colonel and Mrs. Amberton’s son, Philip, 
who is serving with a Louisiana regiment fighting the 
Yankees in far-away Virginia ...” 

Unmentioned in the newspaper story was John 
Amberton’s daughter Monique, the issue of his union 
with one of the plantation’s black wenches twenty years 
previously. 
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Chapter One 


As self-appointed mistress of La Belle Terre, Deborah 
Amberton, who was called Flame, the nickname given 
her as a child because of the fiery highlights in her 
auburn hair, always rode a big chestnut stallion when 
making the rounds of the vast plantation. Since more 
than fourscore slaves tilled the land under the blazing 
Louisiana sun, she more often than not carried a coiled 
whip as a symbol of the authority she had taken upon 
herself. 

She had chosen the stallion for a mount rather than a 
gentler gelding or mare as an indication that she was 
capable of doing a man’s job. She carried the whip as a 
reminder that she could and would see that her orders 
were obeyed even if a rebellious black back had to be 
lashed. Everyone must know beyond all doubt that she 
was the true mistress of I-a Belle Terre. 

Because the man who had been its master had died at 
the battle of Shiloh, in Tennessee, the plantation 
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needed a firm hand at its helm. During the time since 
John Amberton had so gallantly ridden off to war, great 
changes had been made at the plantation. They had 
been made by Flame, and they had been necessary 
because of the bloody conflict, which seemed no nearer 
an end than it had a year ago. 

She had taken over of her own choice and because no 
one else was capable of supervising the operations of 
the plantation. Her father had told her, before leaving 
home, that she should look after things until he or her 
brother Philip returned. Now that he was dead and 
Philip still away at the war, she felt that she had carte 
blanche to do as she saw fit. She could have justified her 
firm stance by pointing out that the plantation over¬ 
seer, Matt Hagarthy, was growing old and becoming 
lax in his handling of the field hands. 

Her mother, Denise, was capable only of supervising 
the household servants. A Creole of French descent, she 
was a lady of leisure and held herself aloof from 
everything concerning the plantation. Once a great 
beauty and still a handsome woman, she had become 
more or less a recluse since that dark day they received 
word that the husband and father had been killed in 
action. She had given up what little social activity was 
still carried on by the nearby families of her class. 

As far as Flame’s sister was concerned, Jeanette was 
exactly what she had been bom to be: a lily-of-the-field 
Southern belle. Shecomplained that plantation life had 
become a deadly bore. She lamented the fact that the 
family no longer did any entertaining. She lived for the 
day when the war would end and the young men would 
come home, so that she, at eighteen, would have suitors 
galore. 

Jeanette had seen a little of the world. Unlike Flame, 
who had passed up such an opportunity, she had 
attended a school for young ladies at Richmond, 
Virginia. She had visited Washington and Baltimore. 
The outbreak of war had forced her to return home. 
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much to her disgust. 

"You, sister,” she’d said to Flame just last evening, 
"should have been a man. You enjoy taking Daddy’s 
place. Not having a social life and young blades 
courting you isn’t an ordeal for you, as it is for other 
girls." 

Flame had nodded her agreement. “I came into my 
own when Father went away, Jeanette. Now that he 
won’t be coming home you should be glad I’m able to 
take over for him. If La Belle Tenre survives—and at the 
moment I’m not sure it will—you’ll have me to thank. 
So will Mother and Philip.” She had turned serious, 
a frown shadowing her face. “If only Phil isn’t killed 
too . . 

Jeanette was right. Flame couldn’t be like her or like 
their mother. She was driven. She needed to be up and 
doing. Nothing in life, she believed, could give her as 
much satisfaction as supervising the operations of the 
plantation in these difficult times. And they were 
terribly difficult, for in the past La Belle Terre’s main 
crop had been cotton. Now, because of the Union’s 
blockade of the mouth of the Mississippi River, no 
cotton could be shipped to the textile mills of England. 
And of course none was going to those in the North. 
The blue-clad armies of that monster in the White 
House, as her father had called Abraham Lincoln, had 
gained a stranglehold on the economy of the South. 

"If only our General Lee could win a decisive 
victory," Flame had recently said to her mother. 

Denise Amberton had replied, “Your brother’s last 
letter was not encouraging. Even though he didn’t write 
such a thing, what he did say gave me the impression 
that ours is a lost cause.” 

“It can’t be!” Flame had burst out. "All the sacrifices 
the South is making can’t be for nothing! ” 

She refused to believe otherwise—at least most of the 
time. Unlike Jeanette, she had seen nothing of the 
world except some neighboring plantations, Burke’s 
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Landing, the nearest town, and the city of New Orleans, 
which the family had in better times visited at least once 
a year. She knew nothing of the weakness of the states 
that had seceded from the Union and the strength of 
those remaining loyal to it. She placed her trust in the 
leadership of the Confederate armies, for it was com¬ 
posed for the most part by gentlemen of the Southern 
aristocracy. She had the idea that the population of the 
North consisted of small farmers, counterparts of the 
poor whites of her homeland, ignorant factory workers, 
and benighted abolitionists who preached that slavery 
was evil and should be denied to the planters below the 
Mason-Dixon Line. A stupid premise, she would tell 
herself; the notion of misguided fanatics. 

‘'We’ll win in the end. you'll see!” Flame had told 
her mother, who seemed rather a lost soul without her 
husband. 

Flame rode her stallion this morning, but she didn’t 
carry her whip. She was on an errand that would take 
her away from La Belle Terre. Even though she would 
be gone for only an hour or a little longer, she reined 
Centaur in at the end of the long driveway with its 
flanking rows of elm trees. She seldom saw her home 
from this vantage point any more, for her trips down 
the public road were now few and far between. 

The pristine white house was beautiful to her eyes. A 
veranda extended across the front, and columns as tall 
as the lower two of the three stories supported its roof. 
French doors opened onto the porch from the drawing 
room. To the left side was a porte-cochere where guests 
had stepped down from their carriages in happier 
times. 

John Amberton had built the mansion after buying 
La Belle Terre from the Beaumonts, who had wanted to 
spend their declining years in a town house in New 
Orleans. Once the new house was completed, and 
lavishly furnished, he had gone to that city to ask 
Denise to return to the plantation as his wife. 
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Flame loved what her grandparents and her father 
had built here. She thought, I never want to leave it. 
This is where I’ll rear my children, once I find the man 
with whom I want to share my life. 

If she could only hold onto the plantation through 
these hard times brought on by the war. Somehow she 
must see to it that La Belle Terre survived. 

Flamerodeon down the public road. She rode astride, 
for she wore a divided riding skirt. No sidesaddle for 
her, as was "proper” for Southern'ladies. By day she 
conducted herself as much like a man as possible. She 
felt this to be absolutely necessary, for both the slaves 
and Matt Hagarthy were reluctant to take her seriously 
in her role of plantation mistress. She needed to impress 
them all, even the most recalcitrant nigger buck, that 
she was as firm a manager as her father had been. 
Firmer, in fact, for she was constantly making innova¬ 
tions in the way La Belle Terre was being run. 

Flame was as feminine in appearance as her sister or 
any other young woman of her class. She was in no way 
mannish. At twenty-two, she was a flamboyant beauty. 
As notable as her wealth of red-brown hair were her 
emerald-green eyes. Her features were of the classic 
mold for beauty, though having a slightly bold cast that 
indicated strength of will. 

She was a tall, lithe young woman, slender and yet 
adequately curvaceous. She had the attributes that 
would, in normal times, have attracted a score of 
suitors. But even before the war she had permitted none 
of the eligible young men to become close to her. She 
preferred being as she was, though she did not picture 
herself going through life as an old maid. 

Miss Flame Amberton a spinster? Heaven forbid! But 
she would avoid spinsterhood only when and if she 
found a man who was a match for a girl as independent 
of spirit and as strong-willed as she knew herself to be. 
He would have to be a special sort of man. 

Her errand had to do with a matter about which she 
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didn’t want her mother or sister to know. Or her brother 
Philip, either. 

At times Flame herself had misgivings about what 
she was doing, thinking it perhaps wrong. Certainly 
neither the Beaumonts or her father had undertaken it. 
She was sure they would have disapproved of her doing 
such a thing. This was the planned breeding of Negroes 
for the slave market. Not ordinary black field hands, but 
light-skinned bucks and wenches that would bring a 
high price, when nearly grown, at auction. It wasoneof 
her ways of making sure that La Belle Terre survived. 

With the market for cotton almost nonexistent be¬ 
cause of the war. Flame had realized that fewer slaves 
were needed for her venture of raising food on a large 
scale. She had cut the plantation's work force almost in 
half by selling seventy-five Negroes to Miles Tarrant, 
the slave dealer at Burke's Landing. She had taken note 
that he paid a higher price for those who were brown of 
skin. She had also noted that he had paid the highest 
price for a high-yellow, nubile quadroon wench. She 
had asked him why this should be when the coal-black 
slaves were prime field hands. 

A pleasant, seemingly decent person despite his ugly 
profession of trading in human beings, he had smiled as 
though amused by her ignorance about the value of 
slaves. 

|‘‘If I weren’t an honest man. Miss Amberton, I would 
have offered you the same price for every wench and 
buck. But I wouldn’t cheat a nicelady like you. Light¬ 
skinned niggers bring a higher price. Folks buy them 
for house servants. As for that high-yellow wench, she’ll 
end up as some rich man’s fille de joie or in a 
bordello.” 

His words had remained with Flame. She had 
recalled them most often each time she went over the 
plantation’s account books. Her new crops—vegeta¬ 
bles, fruits, berries, hogs, and chickens—were not 
bringing in enough money to show a suitable profit. 
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Her father had taken a mortgage to cover part of the 
cost of his having raised the regiment he took to fight 
the Yankees. Carried away by patriotism, he had given 
no thought to the possibility that he might be killed or 
that the war might drag on. That mortgage had to be 
paid off; the bank required regular payments on it as 
well as the interest. So Flame had decided to sow yet 
another crop—one that wouldn't be harvested until 
many years in the future. 

She had known that the planned breeding of Negroes 
was being done on some plantations, even though it 
had never been the practice at La Belle Terre. But she 
would stop at nothing to assure the future of her 
plantation. One of her assets was the ability to consider 
what lay ahead. This was fortunate, since not only she 
herself but her mother, sister, and brother would be 
wholly dependent upon La Belle Terre—The Beautiful 
Land—for the rest of their lives. 

And Monique? 

The thought slipped into her mind like a thief 
entering a house he would rob. It was an unwelcome 
thought, for Monique was Flame's —and Jeanette’s and 
Philip’s too, of course—half-sister. A quadroon wench, 
she was the result of their father having had an affair 
with a mulatto slave twenty years ago. 

John Amberton had never openly admitted to having 
sired Monique, but he had revealed it in many small 
ways. He had so favored her that Flame came to realize, 
when she was old enough to understand such things, 
that the wench was his daughter. He had arranged for 
Monique to be Flame’s childhood companion and let 
her have the run of the house. He had had her tutored, 
along with Flame and Philip, for several years by a 
young man named Mr. Halloway despite the law that 
forbade teaching Negroes to read and write. 

Flame had enjoyed having Monique for a playmate. 
She had even loved her. Then finally had come the 
realization that her friend, who was light enough in 
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color to pass for a white person, was John Amberton’s 
offspring, just as she herself was. Because this dimin¬ 
ished her father in her eyes, her love for the girl had 
turned to hatred, as though Monique herself were to 
blame for the accident of her birth. So Flame could rule 
Monique out and refuse to consider that La Belle Terre 
must survive for her as well as for the rest of the family. 

Flame followed the dusty road through a wooded 
area, then past the Creighton plantation. This property 
was a casualty of the war. Since cotton was no longer a 
profitable crop, its fields lay fallow. No toiling slaves 
were to be seen. The main house, which was almost as 
large as that of La Belle Terre, was already, only a year 
after it had been abandoned, taking on a look of decay. 
Its paint had become dingy, and several of its window 
panes were broken. The Creightons had moved to New 
Orleans. They had been able to afford the luxury of 
giving up the struggle to make their plantation survive. 
They had profitable business interests in the city. 

About a mile farther on. Flame came to the Harper 
farm. The Harpers were what the plantation people 
called poor while trash. They were forced to work the 
land themselves, being unable to afford to own slaves. 
Like most of their kind, they were uneducated and 
inclined to be shiftless. They never managed to do more 
than eke out a skimpy livelihood from the rich soil. 
Their lot was little better than that of most of the blacks 
in bondage. 

Ben and Kate Harper had five children and another 
on the way. The most bountiful harvest of their kind 
seemed to be offspring. In the Harpers’ case. Flame 
wondered why this should be when they were such 
unattractive people. Ben was a crude, boorish scarecrow 
of a man, while Kate was a scrawny, slovenly woman. 
Love must indeed be blind, Flame reflected. 

As she drew close to the small, unpainted plank 
house and its outbuildings, she saw that the entire 
family was outdoors. Kate was hanging a sorry-looking 
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wash on a line. Her two daughters Tessie and Lily, 
seven-year-old twins, were playing close by in the shade 
of a tree. All three wore faded, shapeless calico dresses 
and were barefoot. Two of the boys. Benjy and Tom, 
who were in their early teens, were working with hoes 
in a cornfield. The oldest child, Davey, toiled with the 
head of the family in the potato patch. Wielding 
shovels, those two were digging up the yield of the 
plants. 

Davey was the Harper whom Flame had come to see, 
and she merely waved to Kate. She had made one 
attempt to be neighborly with the woman, but the latter 
had been awed by her and become tongue-tied in her 
presence. The difficulty lay in that they came from 
totally different backgrounds. They had nothing in 
common. 

As she rode to where Davey and his father worked. 
Flame was aware that all of the Harpers, except the 
eldest boy, had stopped what they were doing to gaze at 
her in a half-admiring, half-resentful way. She let her 
glance touch Ben Harper, smiling and nodding in 
greeting, even though she didn't like the smirk on his 
bony, unshaven face. He knew why she'd come to see his 
son and was amused. Amused in a lewd way, she 
thought. 

"Howdy, Miss Amberton," he said, drawling of 
speech. “What can we do for you this fine morning?” 

She couldn't keep the chill out of her voice. “I’m here 
to talk with Davey.” She looked from father to son. 
“Davey, will you spare me a few minutes?" 

The youth looked up at last, seemingly overcoming 
to a degree the embarrassment her visit caused him. He 
was naked to the waist, and his upper body was 
muscular and burned brown by the sun. He had a mane 
of dark blond hair, china-blue eyes, and well-formed 
features. He was the only member of the family who 
didn’t touch off a sense of revulsion in her. 

“Reckon so, Miss Amberton. ’ ’ He put dow n his shovel 

15 



and started walking toward her. He moved with a limp, 
favoring his left leg. He had been wounded during a 
brief enlistment in the Confederate army and could no 
longer do any soldiering. He was perfect for Flame's 
purpose, however. She had him serving as stud for five 
young mulatto wenches. He was doing well, for three of 
them had apparently conceived. 

Aware that the youth’s father still stared at her with 
that knowing smirk. Flame swung down from the 
saddle. 

“ Walk with me, Davey,” she said, wanting to get out 
of earshot of Ben Harper. 

Leading Centaur by the reins, she walked in the 
direction of the road. Davey came with her, though 
staying slightly behind her. He was painfully shy even 
after having been to the plantation more than a dozen 
times to lie with one or another of the wenches. When 
she stopped and faced him, Flame was startled to find 
herself reacting to his sturdy young- maleness. She 
wondered if he gave the wenches pleasure. This 
alarmed and annoyed her, for he was too far below her 
social level for her to consider him in such a manner. 
She looked away from him, trying to ignore whatever it 
was that had been touched off in her by his presence. 

After a moment she said, “Davey, I wanted to tell you 
that it has worked with Penny, Cissy, and Nora. At least 
they show signs of having conceived. Hopefully they’ll 
have pickaninnies who will be a very high yellow.’’ 

“Yes, ma’am. That’s real good—just what you 
wanted, Miss Flame.” 

“But it hasn't worked with Lulu or Millie—yet." 

‘That’s too bad, ma’am.” 

Flame looked at him again, thinking what a shame it 
was that he lacked intelligence to go with his virile good 
looks. And also pride. She felt that a prideful man 
would not want to serve as a stud to wenches and sire 
children with black blood. But many white men craved 
dark flesh. Her father had been one—the proof of that 
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was Monique. The fact that La Belle Terre had a 
number of mulattoes, bucks as well as wenches, was 
proof that Matt Hagarthy had lain with more than a few 
female slaves. As for Davey Harper . . . well, he had 
jumped at the chance to bed those mulatto wenches. 

Flame had caught him on Amberton land one 
afternoon three months ago. He’d been in conversation 
with a young wench. Unobserved at first, she had 
watched the two from a distance. Davey had given the 
black girl some candy for her letting him feel her breasts 
and buttocks. How far the two would have gone, 
Flame still didn't know. The wench had become aware 
of her and immediately taken flight. Davey too had 
started to run, toward the road, but Flame had been 
mounted on Centaur and had easily overtaken him. 

She had intended to tell him in no uncertain terms to 
stay off Amberton property. Then it had occurred to her 
that he would be perfect for the breeding plan she had in 
mind. 

She had said, "Since you’d like to have a wench 
pleasure you, come along with me.” She lashed out 
with her whip, making it crack like a pistol shoL 
“Come along, I say!” 

Looking terrified, Davey had started walking in the 
direction she pointed, toward La Belle Terre’s manor 
house, slave compound, stables, and other buildings. 
She had taken him to an unused cabin at the far end of 
the compound and told him to wait there. A wench 
would bring supper to him later, and after he’d eaten he 
could do as he liked to the wench. She had given him 
five dollars for the stud services he would perform. She 
had also told him to come again the same day of the 
following week. So it had begun . . . 

Now she said, "Would you like to try again with 
Lulu and Millie, Davey?” 

He grinned sheepishly, but said eagerly, "I sure 
would.” 

"All right,” she said, deciding not to feel the least bit 
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guilty about her plan to breed slaves for market. She was 
doing it for La Belle Terre, after all. She would do 
anything to assure its survival. Anything. “Come this 
evening to the same cabin. Either Lulu or Millie will 
come to you.” 

She took a Confederate five-dollar bill from the 
pocket of her shirtwaist and held it out to him. He took 
it, mumbling his thanks. She turned to her horse and 
put foot to stirrup. When settled in the saddle, she 
looked at him again as he stood there in his dull-witted 
handsomeness. She was both shocked and amused to see 
that the front of his homespun, handmade trousers 
bulged with his stiffened penis. The mere prospect of 
lying with a wench had caused him to have an erection. 

Riding away from the Harper farm. Flame realized 
she had been shocked by his arousal because she was 
something of a prude. And amused because she could 
see the humor of a man being brought to the rutting 
stage merely by anticipation. Suddenly she wondered if 
the wenches found as much pleasurewith him as he did 
with them. She knew so little about such things. She 
knew nothing at all about the sexual act, really. She 
was, after all, a virgin. And properly so. she told herself. 
That was the way it should be for an unmarried young 
woman of her class. And yet . •. . 

Despite her puritanical nature. Flame experienced a 
sudden stirring of desire. An unwelcome heat had come 
to her loins. She knew this instant that she did want a 
man to initiate her into the mystery of what went on 
when two people gave themselves up to passion. And 
she would, given the opportunity. This was a revelation 
to her. She really knew herself at last. 

“But he’ll have to be a very special kind of man,” she 
said aloud. 
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Chapter Two 


^Monique always bore herself in a prideful manner 
unbecoming a young woman in bondage. She seemed 
to be flaunting her beauty, which was. in its own way, 
as striking as that of Flame Amberton. 

She also seemed to be constantly aware that in being a 
quadroon she was more white than black. Her negroid 
blood was so heavily diluted that she had neither a 
black’s features nor kinky hair. Her eyes were brown 
and her skin was of a slightly olive hue. But many white 
women had eyes of the same color and not all were 
milky-white of skin. Given the opportunity, she could 
have crossed the color line and the world would have 
been none the wiser. 

But her show of pride was a pose. She existed in an 
empty world of her own, being a part of La Belle Terre 
and yet apart from the rest of its people. She didn’t fit in 
with the blacks, and the family refused to accept her as a 
white. Her prideful, almost arrogant manner was 



armor against the aloneness she felt in being different. 

Or special, as she preferred to regard her status. 

Yes, she was special. 

So Monique told herself as she walked toward the 
kitchen door of the main house from one of the cabins 
making up the compound that was the slaves'quarters. 

She was special because of having been sired, as her 
mother had revealed on her deathbed, by the late master 
of La Belle Terre. This seemed to be common knowl¬ 
edge, not only among the other slaves but also among 
the Ambertons. The former treated her with a show of 
respect, and the true mistress of the plan tation as well as 
the younger daughter favored her in small ways. The 
son, Philip, too had always been kind to her before he 
went into the army. As for Flame . . . Well, Flame had 
hated her ever since she was old enough to realize they’d 
had the same father. 

Monique was favored in that she wasn’t required to 
work as a field hand. But she hadn’t been favored to 
such an extent as to be made a house servant. She had 
been assigned to some drudgery, doing the laundry for 
the members of the family. She also had lighter work, 
which she enjoyed, sewing for Mistress Denise and for 
Jeanette. When Flame wanted new dresses, petticoats, 
underwear, or nightwear, she brought in a seamstress 
from Burke’s Landing. She wouldn’t let Monique close 
enough to her to do the fitting of a new garment. 

Monique was also permitted to live in two rooms that 
were a part of the small building where the washing and 
ironing were done. They were austere but comfortable 
quarters, and much to be preferred over a cabin in the 
compound. She was also given on occasion material 
with which to make clothing for herself. This material 
was always of a cheap variety, but she could still dress 
better than the field hands, who drew coarse, factory- 
made clothing from the plantation stores. 

Today Monique wore a white shirtwaist with a long, 
full blue skirt, both of which fitted so well that her 
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young, curvaceous body was revealed to advantage. Her 
sandals had been made by Elijah, the elderly stable¬ 
man, who was gifted at working with leather. 

She was also allowed to take her meals with the house 
servants when she chose to do so. She ate with them 
more often than not, due to a need to escape from her 
sense of aloneness. 

The huge kitchen was the domain of the immensely 
obese, black-as-coal Mathilda. Entering it now, Mo¬ 
nique found one of the maids. Rachel, and Piene the 
butler with the cook and her helper, a young wench 
named Cindy. Her gaze went directly to Pierre, for with 
the master dead and buried in some faraway place, he 
was the only male with whom she could relate. She 
remembered the many kindnesses he had shown her 
when she, as a child, had been Flame's playmate. 

Pierre was a handsome black man of late middle age. 
He had held his present position even when Mistress 
Denise’s parents, the Beaumonts, oiWned La Belle Terre. 
He looked rather splendid in his butler’s livery, of 
which white gloves were a part. He possessed an air of 
dignity that suggested he took pride in being what he 
was. The maid, Rachel, wore a uniform-like black dress 
with a little white cap and apron. Mathilda and Cindy 
were in sack-like calico dresses, for they were never 
permitted to enter the family’s part of the house. The 
cook also wore a kerchief about her head. She was never 
seen without it. 

Pierre was watching Mathilda prepare Mistress 
Denise’s breakfast tray. The lady who was the actual 
mistress of La Belle Terre, in spite of Flame’s preten¬ 
sions, always slept late and had breakfast in bed. 

"That ought to do it, I reckon,’’ Mathilda said, 
placing a silver pot of chicory with the covered dishes 
on the tray. 

"And about time, I would say.” Pierre spoke white 
folks’ English with a faint French accent. He also 
imitated their ways, as though to prove he was indeed a 



cut above the field hands and even the other house 
servants. As he picked up the tray, he looked at 
Monique. "What are you after, girl, when you’ve 
already had breakfast?” 

He spoke as condescendingly to her as he had to the 
cook. She didn’t mind. Looking at him, she was stirred 
sexually by his lean, handsome black face beneath its 
neatly trimmed gray hair. She had the thought that if 
she ever had the desire to lie with a man it would be with 
Pierre. 

‘‘I’ve come to fetch breakfast for a wench who was 
raped during the night.” She spoke in a challenging 
tone, as though daring him to deny her the right to do 
such a thing. "She’s too scared that Missie Flame will 
find out and blame her—punish her—that she can’t 
help herself.” 

"Rape.” Pierre looked bemused. "Whoever said it 
was rape when a nigger wench got herself pestered?" 

"I say it," Monique told him. “The wench is Lulu, 
one of those mulattoes Missie Flame wants to breed by 
that white boy. She gave orders that no buck was to 
touch any of those five.” 

"What fool buck would go against Miss Flame’s 
orders?” 

Monique merely shrugged. She suspected the identity 
of the guilty slave, but was unwilling to divulge it. 

Pierre turned to leave the kitchen with the tray, then 
looked at her from the doorway to the main part of the 
house. 

“Are you going to tell Miss Flame about it?” 

“I never tell her anything,” Monique said, her voice 
cold. 

When someone hated her, as Flame did, she could 
hate that person in return. 

Mathilda grumbled about fixing a tray for a field 
hand, adding needlessly, "They ain't supposed to be fed 
from here. You be knowing that—or ought to.” 

“I know it,” Monique replied. “But the wench is too 
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upset to cook for herself. And she's got to eat and get out 
to the fields.” 

" What ails her? That buck got such a big tool he hurt 
her?” 

Monique shook her head. “She’s just out of her mind 
with fear that Missie Flame will punish her severely— 
maybe even sell her—if that buck has gotten her 
pregnant.” 

“Why ain’t you fixing something for her?" 

“Because I’ve got a big stack of ironing to do.” 

“Well, I’ll feed that Lulu this once,” Mathilda said, 
sour of tone, "but not a second time. You heed what I be 
saying, you fancy wench." 

Monique smiled, not offended by being called a fancy 
wench. This was the term given to the attractive, light¬ 
skinned female Negroes kept by men of means as their 
filles de joie in New Orleans. Mathilda had paid her a 
fine compliment. 

Pierre thought of Monique as he climbed the back 
stairs to the second floor and then walked down the hall 
to the mistress’ bedroom. A mighty fancy wench, 
Monique, and almost white. Due to his long tenure of 
service, first with the Beaumonts and now with the 
Ambertons, he had come to respect and even admire 
whites of their class. Especially white women. Yes, just 
as some white men craved black flesh, Pierre was 
attracted to white. And Monique was as light of skin as 
some fine ladies he had seen. 

Not for the first time Pierre wondered if he might be 
able to get Monique to pleasure him. The kindly way 
she always looked at him could mean that she found 
him attractive despite his being old enough to be her 
grandfather. He did know, from the gossip of the other 
servants, that she didn’t lie with any of the other male 
slaves. And she wouldn't have anything to do with just 
plain white trash like Matt Hagarthy. Since no one else 
was about for her to take into her bed, it could be that he 



would have a chance. 

I’ll have to give it a try one night soon. 

Pierre smiled with anticipation of his advances to the 
uppity quadroon being met with acceptance. He wiped 
the smile away upon arriving at the door of his mistress' 
room. Holding the tray with one gloved hand, he 
knocked lightly with the other. 

"Come in, Pierre." 

He entered the bedroom, closing the door after him. 
The drapes were still drawn across the windows, 
shutting out the sunlight, but Denise Amberton was 
awake. She sat up in her canopied bed, propped against 
pillows, and bid him a pleasant good morning. He 
replied in kind, then crossed the room and placed the 
tray on her lap. Taking care not to look directly at her, 
he still was able to enjoy the sight of her appearing a bit 
disheveled after a night's sleep. All thoughts of 
Monique were wiped from his mind. He thought now 
only of the feminine charms of his mistress. The 
awareness of her was not only in his mind but also in his 
gonads. She could do that to him. 

Denise Amberton was an extremely young-looking 
forty-four. A petite woman, she was still firm of body 
and had a small, oval face as yet unlined by her middle 
years. No gray was to be seen in her dark brown hair, 
which was tousled now but would be handsomely 
coiffured by her personal maid. Rachel, after the bath 
dial would follow her breakfast. Pierre had an imag¬ 
ined picture of her in the family’s portable bathtub that 
the maid would bring to the bedroom, the mistress’ 
white skin turned pink by the warm, sudsy water. Her 
lovely body was now partly hidden by a lace-trimmed 
nightgown of pink silk and a matching bed jacket. 

As Pierre poured steaming chicory from thesilver pot 
into a delicate cup of English china, he caught the faint 
female smell of her and was titillated bv it. He suddenly 
wanted her badly. Wanted her as he’d had her many 
times in the past. It was she who had given him his 
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craving for white flesh. She picked up the cup, and he 
removed the covers from the dishes on the tray. 

After a sip of the chicory, she asked, "Is there 
anything I should know this morning, Pierre? ” 

Although Denise never meddled in Flame’s manage¬ 
ment of the plantation, she did keep herself posted on 
how her elder daughter managed it. 

"Yes, madam. There are two things I think you 
would want to know. One is, Miss Flame rode away 
from La Belle Terre this morning. She went south 
along the road.” 

“ Wherever would she have been going? ” 

"To the Harper farm, maybe.” 

Flame had never spoken to her of the plan to breed 
light-skinned pickaninnies, but Denise had heard of it 
from Pierre, as she heard of everything else that Flame 
did. An outrageous young woman, this oldest child of 
hers. Sometimes she found it difficult to believe she had 
given birth to such a daughter. 

"To have that boy come to service another of the 
mulatto wenches, I suppose?” 

“It could be, madam.” 

Denise said, “Hmm,” drank more chicory, then 
asked, “And the other thing I should know?” 

"Monique says that one of those wenches Miss Flame 
wants to breed was raped by a buck last night and is so 
afraid of being blamed—and punished—by Miss Flame 
because she didn’t go to the fields this morning. 
Monique got breakfast for her from the kitchen.” 

"Monique! If it isn’t Flame being absurd, it’s Mo¬ 
nique.” 

Denise spoke with exasperation tempered by amuse¬ 
ment. Monique existed; the wench was real. But it was 
wise to take the French attitude regarding this daughter 
of her late husband in his one-time passion for a 
mulatto slave. Men were bound to have their filles de 
joie, and sensible wives pretended to be blind on that 
score. It was, after all, a game that women could also 
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play. She looked at Pierre over the rim of her cup as she 
took another sip of chicory. She’d had this handsome 
Negro for her amoureux even before John began 
bedding the wench who had borne Monique. 

Denise lowered her cup and smiled at the butler, 
having experienced a little thrust of desire. She reached 
out her free hand and brushed it lightly against his 
trousers at the crotch. 

“How is your petit jouet this morning? ’’ 

Pierre’s dignified expression gave way to a faint 
smile. "Quite well, thank you, madam. But it’s hardly a 
small toy. I would say it’s more of a big club.” 

“Really? I’d forgotten. It’s been a while, after all.” 

"Nearly three weeks, madam. And it wasn’t in my 
place, since I'm a slave, to mention it was too long a 
time.” 

“Well, we can’t let matters drift along in such a 
fashion any longer,” she said. “Take this tray away and 
lock the door, why don’t you? ” 

He did as she told him, then pulled off his white 
gloves and began disrobing. He came out of his livery as 
handsome of body as he was of face. 

Watching him, Denise became aware that her most 
private part was becoming swollen and wet. How big he 
was, and growing bigger. Why in heaven's name she 
had let three weeks go by without having her marvelous 
lover in her bed, inside her body, she didn’t know. She 
removed her bed jacket and nightgown as he came 
forward with his big club threatening her. She slid 
down from the pillows, spreading herself with her arms 
lifted to grapple with him in unbridled passion. 

Like her mother, in whose image she was trying to 
shape herself, Jeanette also slept half the mornings 
away and then had breakfast in bed. She wouldn’t have 
been like Flame, who was trying to do a man’s job, for 
anything in the world. Managing the plantation, 
riding about on a big stallion, carrying a whip ... it 
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simply wasn’t proper for a young woman. Jeanette 
knew what her own role in life should be. 

Once the war was over she would have a period of 
being courted by numerous suitors and finally, maybe 
after a couple of years of pleasurable playing hard-to- 
get, she would marry the most suitable in a gala 
wedding ceremony, and then lead a life of social activity 
with time off, of course, to bear a child or two or three. 
No, she wouldn’t—couldn’t, in fact—be like her sister 
Flame. 

This morning Jeanette awoke to a pleasant memory. 
A most exciting thing had happened jp her last night, 
quite by chance . . . 

She was having her nightly bath, and this time it had 
been the new maid, seventeen-year-old Laurie, who 
brought in the tub and filled it with warm water she’d 
carried up from the kitchen in two big, wooden buckets. 
Laurie was a brown-skinned mulatto and rather pretty. 
She had formerly been the cook’s helper, her servitude 
in the kitchen having lasted almost two years. She had 
been promoted to maid by Denise to replace Annie, who 
had gotten herself in a family way because of her habit 
of slipping out late at night to be with a buck named 
Jigger. 

Trim in her maid's outfit, Laurie remained in the 
bedroom while Jeanette undressed and lowered herself 
into the warm water of the oblong, white-painted tub. 
She handed Jeanette a scented cake of soap and a 
washcloth. 

"You want me to wash your back, Missie? I be glad 
to. I did Missie Flame’s last night. She be liking it, I 
reckon, because she be thanking me real nice after." 

"Surely, you may wash my back, Laurie.’’ 

She'd had Rachel, who usually prepared her bath, do 
such a thing and had always found it pleasant. Now it 
was more than pleasurable, for Laurie didn’t perform 
the service in a perfunctory manner. She used much 
lather and scrubbed vigorously with the washcloth. She 
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made the chore a sort of prolonged ritual. 

"Oh, that feels good, Laurie!" 

"I’m glad you be liking it, Missie. There ain’t 
nothing better than feeling good, I'd say.” 

"Do me some more.” 

Laurie washed and rinsed Jeanette’s back until the 
water began to lose warmth. Jeanette took the soap and 
washcloth to complete her bath on her own. She had 
her blonde hair tied up with a bit of ribbon so it 
wouldn’t become wet. Her fair skin took on a pink glow 
as she bathed in a leisurely manner, feeling euphoric. 
Her blue eyes had taken on a dreamy look. With too 
much time on her hands, she had fallen into the habit 
of daydreaming. She began to fantasize now. She 
imagined herself married, with her husband watching 
her bathe. He became aroused to such a degree that he 
couldn't wait for her to finish. He lifted her from the 
tub, dripping sudsy water, and carried her to the bed. . . 

Jeanette was never able to determine what this 
husband of her daydreams was really like. In one 
fantasy he would be darkly handsome. In another he 
would be a blond gallant. Sometimes she would be 
married to a gentle lover, sometimes to one who was 
rough, almost cruel in his lovemaking. 

Now he was merely an indistinct, make-believe 
husband carried away by passion that had been touched 
off by his watching her bathe. Daydreaming was an 
enjoyable pastime. How much more exciting the reality 
of the sexual acts must be! Jeanette told herself she 
could hardly wait for the young men to return so she 
would have her choice of suitors and eventually be led 
to the altar by the one she chose . . . 

When she finally got from the tub, stepping onto a 
towel that Laurie had spread on the floor, she thought 
ruefully that it might be a long, long time before she 
became a bride. This awful war seemed to go on and on 
and on, making a mess of her young life. 

She held out a hand for the other towel, but Laurie 
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said, "Let me be drying you, Missie. I do it good." 

“Well, all right," Jeanette said, willing enough. 

She again submitted to the pretty young maid’s 
ministering to her. Once more she found it not merely 
pleasant but exhilarating. When her body and thighs 
had been rubbed briskly for overly long, she seated 
herself on the chair longue at Laurie's suggestion. The 
maid knelt in front of her and dried the lower part of her 
legs, her feet, and even between her toes. Finally she rose 
with a smile on her brown face and a gleam in her black 
eyes. 

“You want me to pleasure you now, Missie?” 

Jeanette looked at her in a startled way. She knew that 
the word “pleasure" was used as a verb by the blacks and 
that it meant the unmentionable word for having 
intercourse. She had no idea how one female could 
pleasure another, but she did know, from her several 
years at the school for young ladies in Richmond, that it 
was indeed possible. She'd heard it whispered, after 
classes, that a number of the so-called young ladies who 
were roommates indulged themselves this way. She had 
also learned that the word for such lovemaking was 
lesbianism. After recovering from the shock of Laurie’s 
having suggested that she pleasure her, Jeanette found 
herself caught up by a sudden excitement. 

“Do you know how to do it, Laurie?" 

The maid’s smile widened. “Sure I do. 1 be learning it 
from the wench I done shared a cabin with before I got 
to be cook’s helper. You want me to, 1 show you what 
you got to be doing. It ain't much. You just lie across 
the bed, and I do all the pleasuring.” 

Jeanette hesitated, debating whether or not she 
should do such a thing. It was wrong, of course. It went 
against nature. Her mother would be annoyed if she 
found out. But Denise wouldn’t learn of it. She seldom 
paid any attention to her daughters now that Flame was 
grown up and she, Jeanette, was almost so. If Laurie 
could make her feel real good . . . Jeanette was remind- 
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ed that her fantasizing often led her to indulge in self- 
induced orgasms. These climaxes were mildly pleasant 
but not wholly satisfying. They always left her feeling 
that there should have been something more. Maybe 
Laurie could give her that something. 

"All right,” she said, in sudden decision. “Show me 
what I must do.” 

Laurie again told her to lie across the bed, on which 
she had already turned down the covers. Jeanette was to 
lie on her back and raise her knees with her thighs 
parted. When she was in this position, feeling embar¬ 
rassed by it, she saw the maid kneel on the floor in front 
of her. Laurie began caressing her thighs with the tips 
of her fingers, touching off the most delicious sensa¬ 
tions in her. Jeanette felt not only desire ignited in her 
but was also caught up by a wildly eager passion. 

Squirming, she cried out, "Do me here, Laurie! ” 

She placed a hand at the furry fold between her 
thighs. Her fingers probed. They found her vulva 
swollen and a wetness within them. Her clitoris was 
also enlarged and had become extremely sensitive. She 
had never been quite like this when experimenting on 
her own. She felt so—well, so wild. 

"Do as I say, wench!” 

Laurie obeyed, as was demanded of a slave. She 
caressed Jeanette’s womanhood fora time, then inserted 
a forefinger into its crevice. The finger toyed with her 
mistress’ clitoris, touching off wave after wave of 
wondrous feeling in Jeanette. 

"Did you ever do this for Missie Flame, Laurie?" 

“No, I don’t be doing it to her. She wouldn’t be 
letting me. I asked her if she wanted me to, but she said, 
mad-like, that I shouldn’t be so silly. You don’t think 
being pleasured by me is silly, do you, Missie Jeanette? ” 

”1 think it’s heavenly! Do more. Don't you dare 
stop!" 

Laurie did stop, but only to place her tongue where 
her finger had been. As she worked on the center of her 
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mistress’ sexual sensation, she too seemed to be enjoy¬ 
ing the perverted act. 

Jeanette added to her own enjoyment by caressing 
herself. She ran her fingertips over her satiny smooth 
thighs and stomach. She cupped her hands to her 
breasts, finding them swollen and their nipples hard¬ 
ened. She squeezed their resiliently soft roundnesses. 
All this intensified the indescribable pleasure given her 
below by Laurie. 

Finally she felt that she was soaring, up and up and 
up out of herself. She experienced her first total orgasm. 
As the whole of her being was in the throes of ecstasy, 
she had to bite down on her lower lip to keep from 
screaming ... 

That had been last night. Now Jeanette promised 
herself that she would have Laurie pleasure her again 
tonight. She no longer found plantation life so deadly 
dull after all. 



Chapter Three 


Carrying the breakfast tray for the wench who had 
been raped, Monique walked to the compound that 
consisted of numerous cabins and several barracks-like 
buildings. A half dozen children still too young to work 
were at rowdy, noisy play, watched over by two women 
beyond the age for field labor. A gloomy place, the 
compound. All the more gloomy, Monique thought, 
because half of the log buildings stood vacant since 
Flame had sold off so many of La Belle Terre’s slaves. 

What a terribleday that had been. . . The slave dealer 
and his men forming the terrified Negroes into a coffle, 
chained one to the other, for the twelve-mile trek to 
Burke's Landing. Families had been broken up, and 
friendships too. Those who were taken away had 
believed that La Belle Terre was to be their home 
forever. And for their kind it hadn't been a bad home. 
Then they had faced the fearsome prospect of being sold 
to masters who wouldn’t be so kind and generous to 
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them as the Ambertons. Many had been crying, some 
wailing piteously. All had looked despondent. 

Monique had been touched by their fear and sorrow. 
Now she was touched by the terror of the wench Lulu, 
who had gone from her cabin in the night to answer the 
call of nature, only to be seized and ravished by a crazy 
buck nigger. 

He had to be crazy, Monique thought. No slave in his 
right mind would go against Missie Flame’s orders, 
which were to keep hands off certain young mulatto 
wenches. 

Monique knew that most of the slaves would be 
amused by Lulu’s having been pestered, as they termed 
the carnal use of a female. They would regard it as a 
joke, feeling no sympathy for the sixteen-year-old girl. 
Monique couldn’t be that way. She knew from exper¬ 
ience that being forced to submit to a buck driven wild 
by the sexual urge could be a terribleordeal. Her having 
been a rapist’s victim had taught her the fallacy of 
people saying, as she’d once heard Mathilda say, that 
when a wench or even a white woman was being taken 
against her will she should simply submit and enjoy it. 

Enjoy it, hell! 

Monique was thirteen when seized while strolling 
through the gardens of the manor house. Her attacker 
was the buck who did the gardening, Jubal byname. He 
caught her from behind, just beyond the pavilion called 
a gazebo, before she was aware that he was close by. He 
locked an arm about her waist and clapped a hand over 
her mouth. Unable to struggle or cry out, she was 
carried into the gazebo. There he released her, but only 
to turn her about so he could strike her a hard blow to 
the side of the head. Stunned by pain, she collapsed to 
the floor. She dimly heard him mutter a warning. 

"You do any yelling, wench, I’ll hurt you bad!” 

He was wild-eyed and slobbering. He looked crazy, 
and she believed he would indeed hurt her more- 
may be even kill her—if she cried out. So she lay still and 
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let him pull the skirt of her dress and her petticoat up, 
after which he yanked off her drawers. He pushed her 
legs apart as far as they would go. He was rough in 
doing this too. He exposed his manhood, which jutted 
stiffly out from his groin and was ugly to her terrified 
eyes. 

He came down onto her and rammed the organ into 
her. She experienced pain as he forced his way into her 
dry vagina. He caused her even greater pain when 
bursting her maidenhead. She did cry out then, but he 
was in such a frenzy that he didn’t notice. 

Her try of anguish wasn't loud enough for anyone in 
the house to hear and come to her rescue. He kept 
ramming at her for what seemed an eternity but was in 
reality, she realized afterward, only a few minutes. Then 
he came to his climactic burst and spewed his semen 
into her. For a long moment after the final spasm of his 
orgasm, he lay heavily upon her as though having 
collapsed. When he moved again, raising himself on his 
forearms, he muttered another warning. "You tell 
anybody, wench, I kill you dead!” 

He rolled from atop her, tucked his now limp penis 
back into his trousers, and got to his feet. He returned to 
his gardening as though nothing had happened. But 
she lay there for a long while, too badly shaken to move. 
After a time she discovered that she was bleeding, and 
this terrified her all over again. 

She did tell, despite her fear of him. She told Flame, 
who at the time was still her good friend, as soon as she 
made her hysterical entrance to the house. Flame told 
Mistress Denise, who that evening told the master. Mr. 
Amberton flew into a great rage. He questioned Mon¬ 
ique closely, though not harshly. No, she had done 
nothing to set Jubal off. She hadn’t even seen him until 
he grabbed her. This she told her master, who was also 
her father, and he believed her. 

That evening Mr. Amberton had Jubal seized by Matt 
Hagarthy and two trusted bucks. Jubal was tied to the 
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whipping post and given twenty lashes, with the master 
wielding the blacksnake. He was thrown into the 
Du gout, the plantation's jail for recalcitrant slaves. The 
next morning Mr. Amberton took him, in shackles, to 
the Landing. There Jubal was castrated by the horse 
doctor. When he recovered from the surgery, he was sold 
by the master. Later the family received word that Jubal 
had fled from his new owner and joined the band of 
maroons—runaway slaves—living as fugitives in Mal¬ 
heur Swamp. 

Monique was slow to recover from her ordeal. Even 
with Jubal gone, she was afraid togo outside alone. Her 
sleep was plagued by nightmares for more than a year. 
Even after she was fully grown, she feared all bucks and 
shied away from them. Technically, she was no longer a 
virgin, but she regarded herself as one. She would do so 
until she finally overcame her fear and was able to give 
herself to a man of her choice. Only recently had she 
begun to experience a stirring of sexual desire, and this 
was only when she saw Pierre, the butler. Perhaps with 
him she could rid herself of her revulsion of the sexual 
act and even enjoy it as she knew a woman should. 

/ want to know what proper lovemaking is like. I 
really do. 

Entering the cabin that Lulu shared with Millie, who 
was off working in the fields, Monique found the girl 
still lying in her bed. She was curled up and uttering 
whimpering sounds like a wounded animal. 

The bed was a comhusk-filled pallet on a plank 
platform. The cabin had a second such bed, which was 
Millie’s. A crudely made table and two benches, also of 
unpainted planks, along with several wall shelves, were 
the cabin’s only other furnishings. The shelves held the 
wenches' ration of food, some pots and pans, pieces of 
crockery, and several wooden-handled knives, forks, 
and spoons. There was a fireplace at which cooking 
could be done. 

To Monique’s eyes, the slaves’ quarters were not 
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merely austere but primitive. She realized all over again 
that she was fortunate indeed in having been sired by 
the late master and in his having tacitly accepted her as 
his daughter. 

As she placed the tray on the table, she wondered how 
severely Flame would punish the buck who had raped 
Lulu if she learned of it. Maybe she would do with him 
as John Amberton had done with Jubal eight years ago. 

She spoke sharply to Lulu, even though feeling sorry 
for her. “Come on now, get out of bed. Eat your 
breakfast and then go out to the fields. You don’t want 
Missie Flame to find you lying there, bawling like a 
baby.” 

“I’m scared of what she going to be doing to me, I tell 
you!” 

"You needn’t be. Not if you tell her exactly how that 
buck caught you.” 

Lulu pushed herself to a sitting position. She was 
still in the sleeveless, low-cut cotton shift she wore for 
sleeping. Though only sixteen, she was already volup¬ 
tuous of figure. She had the cafe-au-lait coloring of a 
mulatto. When without her tearful, terrified expres¬ 
sion, she was pretty in a negroid way. 

"If I be telling Missie Flame how it happen that 
buck’ll be catching me some night and be hurting me. 
He done told me he’d be. I reckon he’d be hurting me 
worse than Missie would.” 

Curious to know if she was right in her guess as to the 
identity of the guilty buck, Monique said, “Oh, that 
Samson is all talk:” 

Lulu looked at her suspiciously. "How you know it 
be him? Me, I didn’t say it be.” 

Monique smiled faintly, thinking how easily an 
ordinary Negro could be tricked. If the wench weren’t 
so dull-witted, she would have known she should have 
denied it had been Samson who raped her. She should 
have claimed that she hadn’t recognized her attacker in 
the darkness. 
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Even sharper of tone, Monique said, "Come and eat. 
If Missie finds you here, she'll want to know why you’re 
not in the fields. And she’ll sense that you’re lying if you 
claim to be sick. Then she’ll make you tell what 
happened—and it was Samson who pestered you.” 

Lulu looked at her in a pleading way that was almost 
childlike. "You stand up for me, Monique? You be 
telling Missie I didn’t do nothing to be making Samson 
pester me?” 

"Sure, I will.” 

"Maybe then she believe me and not be punishing 
me.” Lulu got from her bed and padded barefoot to the 
table, seating herself on oneof the benches. “But what if 
Samson be laying for me—hurting me, like he say?" 

“Don’t worry about him,” Monique said. "Once 
Missie Flame finds out what he did to you, if she does 
find out, she’ll punish him when the hands come in 
from the fields this evening. I’ll warn him to leave you 
alone from now on. So do as I say. Eat your breakfast, 
then get dressed and get out to work.” 

“AH right. I ain’t be feeling so scared now.” 

"Good. Now I must get about my work. I’ve a big 
batch of ironing to do.” She turned to leave the cabin, 
then faced about in the doorway. “Don’t worry that 
Samson got you pregnant. It’s far from certain he did. A 
woman doesn’t get that way every time she’s bedded, for 
heaven’s sake.” 

Lulu was sufficiently over being terrified that she was 
able to giggle and say, “I be knowing that. That white 
boy be bedding me three times, and I ain’t got caught 
yet. I just got over having the curse three days ago." She 
giggled again. “Maybe since that white boy can’t knock 
me up that black buck can’t be doing it either.” 

Monique smiled, but she was not amused. She was in 
a troubled frame of mind as she left the cabin. Flame 
would almost certainly find out that Lulu had been 
raped by Samson, and there was no telling what she 
would do about it. After all, she had given orders that no 
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black was to have anything to do with the five mulatto 
v-nches she had chosen for breeding. Samson might 
n gret for the rest of his life his having seized Lulu, 
bared her body, and thrust his manhood into her. 

That stupid nigger, Monique thought. 

Samson was nineteen or twenty, and he seemed only 
recently to have discovered the pleasure that intercourse 
gave a man. He had suddenly become like a rutting 
bull. 

Aside from the house servants. La Belle Terre owned 
eighty-seven Negroes. Of them, about a score were 
females of an age for sex. Monique knew, from the 
slaves’ grapevine, that Samson had bedded or made an 
attempt to bed almost all of them. He had been in 
trouble with some of the male slaves because of his 
involvement with their "wives.” He’d even been in a 
brawl with one such buck. He had won the fight, for he 
was, as his name suggested, big and strong. He was also 
an arrogant sort. Too uppity for a nigger, in fact. 

Monique didn’t like him, partly because of what little 
she had seen of him and partly because of what she’d 
heard about him. He annoyed her with the way he ogled 
her on the infrequent occasions they encountered each 
other. She always felt that he was undressing her in his 
horny mind. But even though she didn't like him, she 
didn’t want harm to come to him. 

Maybe Flame wouldn’t find out what he’d done to 
Lulu. Monique thought. But she really had little hope 
that her half-sister wouldn’t learn of it. Nothing 
happened at La Belle Terre that Flame didn’t get to 
know about the matter sooner or later. And when she 
heard that one of her young mulatto wenches had been 
raped . . . Well, anger could turn Flame Amberton into 
a she-devil! 

Flame put Davey Harper and his premature erect ion 
out of her mind. She also emptied it of all thoughts of 
having intercourse with some man who had not yet 
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become a part of her life. 

She rode La Belle Terre's widespread fields now, 
intent upon determining how well Matt Hagarthy had 
the slaves performing their work this morning. 

As at the Harper Farm, potatoes were being harvested 
here. So were yams, on a larger scale. A dozen slaves dug 
up the plants with shovels, and as many others grubbed 
in the loosened soil to gather up the tubers. The yield 
filled basket after basket, which were carried to a wagon 
at the side of these two fields. The wagon was divided 
into two parts, with one compartment for the potatoes 
and the other for the yams. When they were filled, the 
wagon would be driven to the Landing by a trusted 
buck and its cargo turned over to a dealer. The latter 
would then send these new crops from La Belle Terre to 
New Orleans to be sold in the markets. 

Other crops, in various stages of growth, were being 
raised in other fields. Tomatoes, beets, celery, several 
varieties of beans, corn, berries, melons . . . Scattered 
throughout these fields were blacks—men, women and 
children—using hoes to dig up the weeds that threat¬ 
ened to choke out the desirable plants. 

Nearer the plantation buildings stood a cluster of 
pens for raising hogs and another of coops for raising 
chickens. Farther away, some woodland was being 
cleared by yet other slaves. They wielded axes to fell the 
trees growing there. Eventually this site would be a 
pasture for some Texas steers that would be ordered, by 
Flame, through the dealer in the riverside town. They 
would be fattened sufficiently for the slaughterhouse 
and also sold. 

This variety of crops being raised at La Belle Tem- 
was but a temporary measure. When the war ended and 
the economy of the Southland returned to normal, the 
plantation would cut back on food crops, except for 
those needed to feed its people, and resume the growing 
of cotton. 

Flame hoped of course that would be soon, for here 
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cotton was king . .. There was a certain dignity 
attached to being a cotton planter. Even as this thought 
came to her. Flame took a full measure of pride in these 
stopgap measures she had undertaken for the survival 
of the plantation. She wasn't ashamed of raising 
ordinary farm produce as a necessity. 

She found Matt Hagarthy at the peach orchard, 
which she was having enlarged through the planting of 
saplings bought from the dealer at Burke’s Landing. 
Here again she was looking toward the future, a future 
in which more than cotton might be required to keep 
La Belle Terre solvent. The saplings would require 
years of growth before yielding fruit. 

Malt Hagarthy told her good morning, then added, 
unnecessarily, “I'm getting these young trees in, Miss 
Flame.” He paused to spit a stream of tobacco juice. He 
seemed never to be without a chew. “Can’t say that 
they’ll ever amount to anything, though. They look 
sickly to me.” 

"They’ll come around in time. Just see to it that 
they’re watered regularly.” 

“Well, maybe you’re right. Me, I wouldn’t know.” 

And you don’t much care. Flame thought. She 
realized that the overseer was strictly a cotton-growing 
man who resented having to supervise the growing and 
harvesting of anything else. He was about sixty, and it 
was her opinion that he had grown too old for the job of 
bossing blacks. Like herself, he was mounted. He 
carried a coiled whip, as she usually did. He wore a 
holster that held a revolver. La Belle Terre’s slaves had 
never been troublemakers en masse. Only a rare one had 
become fractious, and the whipping post could cure the 
worst of bad tempers. Even so, the whip and the gun 
were part and parcel of every plantation’s overseer. It 
was wise to be prepared for trouble even with the most 
submissive of slaves. 

Bulky of body and gray-beared, Hagarthy was cut 
from the same cloth as the Ben Harpersof this world. By 
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nature easy-going, perhaps even lazy, he was firm with 
the field hands only because Flame demanded it. A 
bachelor, he had a small house near the compound and 
kept a black wench, who was well into middle age, to 
cook his meals and generally look after his wants. 

Flame suspected that he had fathered some of the 
young mulatto bucks and wenches of the plantation, as 
her father had done Monique. The fact that none of the 
mulattoes was under the age of fourteen suggested that 
he had years ago become sterile or even impotent. Flame 
knew that he spent his evenings getting drunk on cheap 
com whiskey. He brought the liquor, in gallon jugs, 
home with him after biweekly, weekend trips to the 
Landing. She thought him a rather sorry sort of human 
being. 

"Nurse those saplings along,” she said, making it an 
order. Like it or not, he would have to oversee the 
growing of crops other than cotton for as long as the 
war lasted. "They cost quite a bit, and I’ll want to see 
peaches on them a few years from now. By the way, the 
Harper boy will be coming again this evening. He has 
my permission.” 

Hagarthy grinned through his beard. "I should have 
been as lucky as him when I was his age.” 

“Just make sure that none of the bucks bother him.” 

"Yes, ma’am. I’ll do that. But they all know by now 
that he comes on your orders to bed those mulatto 
wenches.”* 

"They don’t approve, I suppose.” 

"Maybe not. But it ain’t for them to be against 
anything you want, Miss Flame. You going to have him 
bed Millie tonight?” 

"Either her or Lulu.” 

"Lulu’s sick. She didn’t come to the fields this 
morning.” 

"Sick? In what way?” 

Hagarthy shrugged. "I don’t know what ails the 
wench. Millie, who shares a cabin with her, said that 
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she was ailing and couldn’t do no work today.” 

To Flame's way of thinking, this was one of the 
man’s weaknesses as an overseer. He should have made 
sure the wench was really sick and not merely shirking. 

‘‘I’ll look in on her,” Flame said, then turned her 
horse and headed toward the plantation buildings. 

She was close to the compound when she saw Lulu 
come from her cabin and start walking in a laggardly 
manner toward the fields. The wench quickened her 
step upon becoming aware of her mistress. 

Flame reined in the stallion and waited for the girl to 
come within speaking distance, then said, “You’ve 
been sick, Lulu? " 

‘‘Yes, Missie—bad sick.” 

‘‘In what way? Did you have a pain? Did you have to 
throw up?” 

“I just be feeling poorly, Missie.” Lulu avoided 
meeting her mistress’ probing gaze. “Real poorly. I be 
getting to feeling some better after Monique be fetching 
me breakfast.” 

Flame’s lovely face took on a curdled expression. 
"Monique brought you breakfast—from the kitchen?" 

“Yes, that she be doing, Missie. And it was sure good 
eating. She be real nice, Monique be. She come see rtie 
soon as she knowed I was feeling poorly.” 

"Feeling poorly how, Lulu? Tell me how you felt, 
damn it! ” 

Lulu backed away a step, recoiling from her mistress’ 
sharpened tone as from the lash of a whip. “Just be 
feeling poorly, Missie. And scared.” 

“Scared? What were you scared of?” 

“Me, I better be getting to work, Missie. Mister 
Hagarthy, he be mad if I don’t get out to the fields real 
soon.” 

“Don't you worry about Mister Hagarthy.” Flame had 
the impression that something was being kept from her. 
“You’ll stay here until you tell me what you’ve been up 
to. I don’t believe for a second that you were sick and got 
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over it because Monique brought you breakfast. So 
what were you scared of? ” 

"It wasn’t my fault, Missie Flame—honest! ” 

"What wasn’t your fault?” 

Lulu looked as though she felt trapped. She was 
terrified all over again. She suddenly couldn't help 
herself. She blurted out what she hadn’t wanted this 
now angry young white woman to know. 

“That buck be grabbing me and pleasuring himself 
with me. I not be doing anything to make him do it. I 
just went outside to pee and—’’ 

"What buck grabbed you? Tell me who he is! ” 

"Well, I reckon I can be telling you, Missie, because 
Monique say she be going to talk with him so he won’t 
be hurting me for telling on him. It was that ornery 
Samson buck.” 

Flame’s face became livid with fury. " You’re telling 
me the truth? Samson really did grab you and pleasure 
himself with you?” 

"He sure did, Missie. He grabbed me, throwed me 
down, pulled up my shift, and be doing it to me. If I get 
a pickaninny because of him, it ain’t being my fault— 
honest.” Lulu was a groveling supplicant, pleading to 
be believed. “ You ask Monique if I ain’t be telling you 
true.” 

"I’ll ask her, all right,” Flame said, lifting the 
stallion's reins preparatory to riding on. "As for you, 
you’ll be pleasuring that white boy again this evening. 
Get yourself to the cabin at the far end of the compound 
once it’s dark—and take him some supper. You know 
the one.” 

"Yes, Missie. I be there—and happy about it.” 

Lulu said this to her mistress’ back, for Flame was 
now riding away from her. 

Flame did indeed intend to talk with Monique about 
these goings-on. That almost-white nigger wench was 
stepping out of line. She was meddling in matters that 
didn’t concern her. 
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Flame was in a fury by the time she reined her mount 
to a stop in front of the unpainted plank building that 
served as both a laundry and Monique’s living quarters. 
It was a fury that had been smouldering in her for years 
. . . ever since she had learned that the twoof them were 
the offspring of the same man. 


/ 


/ 
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Chapter Four 


Flame called out even before reining in her horse. 
“You in there ... I want to talk to you!” 

She remained in the saddle when Monique appeared 
at the doorway of the laundry part of the building. She 
wouldn’t do this nigger wench the courtesy of dis¬ 
mounting. 

Monique spoke with an exasperating calmness. 
“Have your say, Flame. ’ ’ She wouldn' t address this white 
girl who was her half-sister as "Missie.” She never had, 
and she never would. 

Flame opened her mouth to lash out with an angry 
rebuke but found herself at a loss for words. She seldom 
looked directly at Monique. Doing so now, she had 
been thrown off her mental balance by the wench’s 
beauty. Yes, Monique was a beauty in spiteof her being 
part Negro. For an instant Flame had the memory of the 
friendship they’d shared as children. Into their early 
teens, in fart. It made Flame want to reach out to her. 
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But she would not. She could not. To seek a reconcilia¬ 
tion with Monique would be the same as forgiving their 
father for having bedded the mulatto wench who had 
given birth to her. Although John Amberton was in his 
grave, and despite her having loved him. Flame could 
not forgive his having turned from her mother to lie 
with an ignorant black woman. 

As though amused, Monique asked, “Lost your 
tongue, Flame?” 

Flame detected a hint of mockery in her voice. She 
was angered to an even greater degree. A nasty thought 
crossed her mind. If she'd had her whip with her, she 
would have lashed out with it. She would have taught 
this wench that she was too arrogant because of her 
knowing she was the daughter of La Belle Terre’s late 
master. 

Getting a grip on herself, she said, "You’re interfer¬ 
ing in matters that in no way concern you. You took 
breakfast to that wench who pretended to be sick—got it 
from the kitchen. Field hands are not to be fed from 
there, and you damned well know it. You also over¬ 
stepped the line by telling her you’d talk to the buck 
who forced himself on her to keep him from bothering 
her again. That is for me to do, not you." 

Civil of tone but with no hint of humility, Monique 
said, “I’m sorry what I did has you upset. It’s just that I 
was sorry for Lulu. And I was also trying to calm her so 
she'd go out to the fields.” 

“In the hope that I wouldn’t find out that she’d been 
raped, I suppose.” 

This was an accusation, but Monique merely 
shrugged. 

"From now on," Flame said, “you leave the other 
slaves to me.” 

Monique didn’t fail to catch the emphasis on that one 
word. She was being reminded that she, like Lulu, was 
in bondage. 

“AH right. I’ll do that.” 
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“And be more respectful when you speak to me. 
You hear?” 

“I hear." 

“And don't use that mocking tone, either.” 

“I won’t. I really am sorry what I did upset you. I 
realize you have a great deal on your mind, running the 
plantation, and I wouldn’t deliberately make trouble 
for you.” 

“You had better not,” Flame said, knife-sharp of 
tone. “You are not as special as you believe. Not any 
more. Not since the master died in the war. You could 
be put out in the fields along with the likes of that Lulu 
wench.” She paused, wanting to hurt Monique deeply, 
not so much for her having meddled but for having 
Amberlon blood in her veins. “You could also be put to 
breeding along with those mulatto wenches. Being a 
quadroon, you’d have octoroon pickaninnies that 
would grow up to be really fancy bucks and wenches." 

Monique's face took on a stony look. Her lustrous 
brown eyes looked squarely into Flame’s glowing green 
ones, reflecting defiance. 

“I’d never submit to that,” she said. 

“I could force you to. I could have you lied down for 
that Harper boy to mount!" 

With that. Flame started to turn her horse, intending 
to ride away. She held it again when Monique spoke her 
name sharply. 

“Well, what?” she demanded. “Are you going to 
plead with me not to do such a thing? If you are. I don’t 
know that I’ll even listen." 

“I’m not going to plead with you, Flame. I’m going 
to give you a warning. If you do such a thing to me, I’ll 
kill you first chance I get.” 

Flame was so shocked she could think of no reply. 
She rode away, lifting Centaur to a gallop. For a slave to 
dare say such a thing . . . Why, it just didn’t happen. 
But it had happened, and the upsetting part of it was 
that Monique had meant her warning. Or rather, her 
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threat. Yes, it had been a threat, Flame thought. 

Feeling shattered, she rode a long way, aimlessly, 
taking Centaur through- the wild, lonely woodlands 
that lay to the east of the plantation. When she finally 
overcame her shattered feeling and reined the stallion 
down to a walk, she tried to think of a suitable 
punishment for that vicious bitch who was her nigger 
half-sister. 

Sell her . . . Send for the slave dealer and sell her to 
him. You’d not only be rid of her, but you'd receive a 
high price for her. 

That was something to think about, Flame decided. 
There was an obstacle standing in the way of her doing 
such a thing, however. Her father had once told her 
mother that Monique was never to be sold. And Denise 
would never permit her. Flame, to go against the wishes 
of John Amberton even though he was now in his 
grave. Still, the time might come . . . 

After her wild ride, Flame returned to La Belle Tene 
and turned the now winded and lathered Centaur over 
to the boy who helped old Elijah the stableman. The 
younster, Tobey, looked at the stallion wonderingly. 

‘‘You be riding him hard, huh, Missie?” 

Flame didn’t reply. Still in a bad humor, she strode 
off toward the house. Entering by the front door, she 
went upstairs to her room. Taking time off in the 
middle of the day was something she'd never done 
previously. But she needed to be alone. She had to decide 
what was to be done about Monique as well as about 
that rutting, disobedient buck, Samson. Both must be 
punished, for if she failed to put them in their proper 
places she would have taken the first step toward losing 
control of the slaves—and therefore of La Belle Terre. 

She paced about the room agitatedly. She finally 
knew what she would do about Samson. He would be 
punished in the same manner as Jubal had been years 
ago. Monique was another matter, one needing to be 
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handled with extreme care. She was convinced that if 
she punished the quadroon in an overt way Monique 
would carry out her threat. 

I’ve got to humble her . . . put her in her place once 
and for all. 

A terrible thought came to Flame. If she could 
somehow ruin the wench's beauty. . . Maybe she could 
get one of the bucks to use violence against her. He 
could go to her quarters in the middle of the night and 
beat her savagely. Or he could use a knife on her. Then 
he could rape her, as Jubal had done eight years ago. 
And as Samson had done to Lulu last night. Monique 
might suspect that she had ordered the assault, but she 
would never be wholly certain. 

Flame stopped pacing and reclined on the chaise 
longue. She was calm now that she had decided how to 
even the score with Monique. It was merely a plan, 
however. It couldn’t be activated until she determined 
which buck would do such a vicious thing. She might 
be unable to find one who would carry out such an 
order. 

Flame knew she was not loved by the plantation 
blacks. She had never permitted herself to get close to 
any of them, not even the house servants, except for 
Monique when they were children. She had no way to 
communicate with them except through Matt Hagar- 
thy. And she was quite sure that the overseer would 
refuse to seek out a buck for the purpose she had in 
mind. But she would find a willing buck, somehow. . . 

Someone knocked lightly on the door, and her 
mother’s voice said, "It's me, dear. May I come in? ” 

"Yes, of course, Mother.” 

Denise wore an expression of concern when entering 
the room. She had on a dress of dark brown silk that 
must have been made for her recently by Monique, for 
Flame hadn't seen it previously. It was form-fitting of 
bodice and snug over the hips, with the skirt then 
falling long and full to the ankles. Denise's light brown 
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hair was as usual nicely coiffured, and her still lovely 
face seemed to have a special radiance this morning 
despite her looking concerned. She seemed so young in 
every way that Flame thought it tragic indeed that she 
had lost her husband when she certainly still needed to 
love and be loved. 

"Is something wrong, Flame? One of the maids just 
told me that you'd come in an hour or more ago, and I 
was afraid you'd been taken ill.” 

Flame sat up on the chaise, shaking her head. "I’m 
not sick. Mother. 1 feel fine, physically. I’m just upset. 
Something happened at the compound last night, and I 
needed to come here to do some thinking. To decide 
what must be done.” 

She knew she mustn’t tell Denise about her bitter 
confrontation with Monique. She didn’t understand 
her mother’s acceptance of the wench John Amberton 
had sired by a black woman. She supposed it had 
something to do with Denise’s being of French descent. 
She had heard it said many times that the Creoles had a 
lax standard of values. They looked upon extramarital 
affairs, even between the races, with tolerance—with 
sairoir faire. At any rate, Denise would take Monique’s 
side to the same degree that John Amberton would have 
done. 

"What happened at the compound, dear?” Denise 
asked as she seated herself on the edge of Flame’s bed. 
She seemed genuinely interested, though certainly only 
because her daughter was upset. What happened out¬ 
side the house interested her not at all. After a moment 
of hesitation. Flame told her about Lulu’s having been 
raped during the night. 

"I must punish the guilty buck,” she added. "1 can’t 
have him forcing yourtg wenches against their will.” 

"Is the one who was raped among those mulattoes 
you want to bear light-skinned children?” 

Flame gave her a surprised, almost startled look. 
‘‘You know about that?” 


50 



Denise smiled at her with mingled amusement and 
fondness. "Sooner or later I learn about everything that 
happens on the plantation, dear. The house servants 
hear things and keep me informed.” 

"Do you disapprove of my breeding light-skinned 
Negroes for sale?" 

“Your father never did such a thing. He let nature 
take its course.” 

Except in the case of Monique, Flame wanted to say. 

She said instead, on the defensive now, "Which 
means that you do disapprove. Mother, I’m trying to 
keep La Belle Terre from going under now that cotton 
is a profitless crop. I’m also looking ahead to the day 
when, even with the war at an end, we may still have 
financial difficulties. It will be good to have some fancy 
niggers to sell fourteen or fifteen years from now.” 

"You're probably right, and I won’t tell you to give 
up this scheme of yours. I do wish, though, that the war 
would end so your brother could come home and relieve 
you of managing the plantation." 

Flame felt a thrust of alarm. She dreaded Philip’s 
homecoming even though she did want him to return 
safe and sound. She hated the thought of having to give 
up managing the plantation. She wanted to remain the 
active mistress of La Belle Terre forever. That was her 
reason for living. 

She said, secretly hopeful, “Maybe Philip won't want 
to take over. He never was like Father in any way, other 
than to go off to be a soldier. You know how he spent 
most of his time at New Orleans, being a gay blade, even 
when he was no longer in school there. It could be that 
he’ll not want to be tied down to managing La Belle 
Terre.” 

"But he must take over, Flame. Your father put it in 
his will that Philip is to inherit the plantation upon my 
death. That means he’ll have to take charge so he can 
learn how to manage it.” 

" Yes, of course,” Flame said, but she clutched at her 
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straw of hope that her brother would care no more 
about the plantation when he returned than he had 
prior to his going away. 

As though reading her daughter's thoughts, Denise 
said, “Phil will certainly be changed. He’ll have 
become more mature and therefore more serious of 
nature for having been to war. If only God continues to 
spare him ...” 

"We must believe we won’t be called upon to give up 
both our men. Mother.” 

After a lengthy silence, Denise asked, “ What have 
you decided to do about the buck that went against your 
orders?” 

“I’m going to have done to him what Father had done 
to that nigger who raped Monique years ago.” 

Denise shuddered visibly, but did not offer any 
objections to her daughter’s doing such a harsh thing. 

That evening, after the field hands had had time to 
prepare and eat their evening meal. Flame went to Matt 
Hagarthy’s small house. She was now out of her riding 
clothes and dressed as was proper for a young lady of her 
background. She was in a plain but elegant dark green 
dress of the latest New Orleans fashion. She’d had 
Rachel, who was skilled at coiffuring, fix her auburn 
hair most attractively. She hadn’t made herself look her 
loveliest for the overseer, however. It was simply her 
custom to dress before going to the dinner table with her 
mother and sister. She found Hagarthy on the porch of 
his house, seated in a rocking chair. A gallon jug of 
whiskey was on the floor, within his easy reach. 

“Mr. Hagarthy, I suppose you heard from one or 
more of the blacks that one of the mulatto wenches was 
pestered last night," she said, speaking in a no- 
nonsense tone. “It was Lulu, and she was merely 
pretending to be sick this morning. She was afraid I’d 
blame her for what happened. The guilty black is that 
hellion Samson.” 
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Hagarthy shifted his tobacco cud from one whiskery 
cheek to the other, chuckling as he did so. "He’s a homy 
one, that Samson." 

“Which is a natural thing for a buck his age. But that 
doesn't mean he has a license to go against my orders 
and risk impregnating one of the mulatto wenches I 
want bred by young Harper." 

“No, Miss Flame. He shouldn’t have done that.” 

“So he must be punished." 

“In what way? ” 

“You remember how my father punished Jubal, the 
buck who raped Monique?” 

The overseer’s bearded face took on a solemn look. “I 
recollect. You want that done to Samson?" 

“Ido.” 

“He’s a mighty good worker. One of the best we’ve 
got.” 

“ We can spare him. We’ve got to make an example of 
him for any other bucks who might entertain the notion 
that my orders can be disregarded. I want you to take 
your revolver and whip to the compound. Pick out two 
bucks you can trust. Maybe two of those who were 
cuckolded by Samson and so have reason to hate him. 
Once they’ve got him in hand, have them tie him to the 
whipping post. Give him twenty lashes, then have him 
thrown in the Dugout. Tomorrow we'll take him to the 
Landing and have him castrated. Afterward, I’ll give 
him to Miles Tarrant to auction off.” 

"Yes, ma’am.” Hagarthy heaved his bulk from the 
rocking chair. “It’ll be as you want. I’ll fetch my gun 
and whip.” 

“I’ll go to the compound with you,” Flame said. “I 
want to see that the whipping is done properly. And I’ll 
want all the slaves, except for the house servants, on 
hand to witness what happens to someone who dis¬ 
obeys my orders.” 

She was being as harsh as the situation demanded, 
she told herself. 
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Monique stood by the kitchen doorway, looking 
through the twilight toward the compound. She could 
see nothing of what was happening there, but she knew 
that Samson was tied to the whipping post and was 
being lashed. 

The maid Rachel had been to the compound to see 
her mother and had returned with the news that the 
young buck had been seized by two others on orders 
from Matt Hagarthy. The overseer had kept Samson 
from resisting by covering him with his revolver and 
threatening to shoot him if he put up a fight. Rachel 
had also reported that Missie Flame was at the com¬ 
pound. 

Monique had left her dinner half uneaten, her 
appetite suddenly gone. She was torturing herself now 
by listening for the buck to cry out as the blacksnake cut 
into the flesh of his bare back. 

Someone came to stand behind her, asking, "Why 
listen, macherie?" 

The French words told'her it was Pjerre. 

His hands came to rest lightly on her shoulders. 

"I’m crying inside for him, even though I haven’t 
heard a sound from him.” Her voice was husky and off- 
key. “It’s so wrong. A human being shouldn't be 
whipped. Not even an animal should be.” 

"A slave isn’t an animal, and he isn't regarded as 
quite a human being,” PierTe told her. "I don’t know 
exactly what we are. I don’t think God ever made that 
known.” 

“I still don’t hear him crying out.” 

“Some bucks refuse to give their masters that satisfac¬ 
tion. They suffer in silence.” 

“Even so, he must be hurting terribly.” 

"The pain will go away. Pain is always forgotten 
with time. Only pleasurable feeling is remembered— 
and cherished.” 

She felt him press against her, just lightly. She was 
not only comforted by this but also experienced a 
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stirring of desire. She leaned back, bringing her body 
more fully in contact with his. Despite her being 
saddened by what was happening to the disobedient 
buck, she had the impression that something momen¬ 
tous was taking place in her life. 

She whispered, "I’ve always liked you, Pierre. From 
when I was a little girl, I liked you.” 

"You've grown from that little girl into a beautiful 
young woman, Monique.” 

Yes, she thought, something wonderful was happen¬ 
ing to her. 

"I keep to myself,” she thought it necessary to tell 
him. “I never let any of the bucks come to my quarters.” 

Pierre replied, amused of tone, “I think you’re saying 
that I shouldn’t try to find my way there.” 

"You’re not like the others.” 

“Oh? What am I like?” 

“If your skin was white, you’d be a fine gentleman.” 

He was silent for a moment, during which his hands 
went from her shoulders to her hips. He exerted 
pressure, causing her buttocks to come tightly]again$t 
his thighs. 

“Tonight,” he said, and after a little while he left her. 

Monique’s spirits soared. Tonight she would learn 
what pleasuring was really like. It wouldn't be all pain, 
as when Jubal raped her. Pierre would be gentle with 
her, and she would enjoy it. 

Her joyous feeling was short-lived, for suddenly an 
animal-like howl of pain shattered the night quiet. 
Samson had cried out under the vicious bite of the 
whip. 

Monique cried out in sympathy, in protest. . . 

V * 
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Chapter Five 


Although horrified by what was being done on her 
orders, Flame was determined that Samson should be 


punished to the extent upon which she had decided. If 
he weren’t, the other slaves, who were gathered about 


the whipping post in the center of the compound yard, 
would believe she was weak and that they needn't carry 


out her wishes unless they felt like doing so. 


Samson was tied by the wrists to the cross-bar of the 


stout post that had been set up when the Beaumonts 
founded the plantation so long ago. He flinched and 
grunted under the cruel biteof the so-called blacksnake, 
but he didn’t cry out. He wasn’t suffering as much as 
Flame believed he should. By the time Matt Hagarthy 


had struck the twelfth blow without having torn the 
buck’s black skin, she knew what was wrong. As with 


everything else he undertook, the overseer was not 
putting a full measure of effort into the lashing. 
Angered, Flame stepped forward and grabbed the whip 


56 



from his hand. 

" You’re not laying it on him hard enough, damn it! ” 

Although she carried a whip more often than not, she 
had never used it except the time she had lashed out at 
Davey Harper on her first encounter with him. Even 
then, she had not tried to hit him. The six-foot length of 
tapering, plaited leather was unwieldy for an unprac¬ 
ticed hand. Her first three lashes caused Samson no 
more pain than Hagarthy’s blows had done. But with 
the fourth she had the feel of the whip and was able to 
strike with all her might. Samson howled with pain. He 
howled with each of the following blows that made up 
the allotted twenty. He now sagged limply against the 
post, held upright only because his wrists were bound 
to the crossbar. Five bleeding welts criss-crossed his 
back. He moaned piteously. 

Flame’s horror was total now. She was filled with 
disgust for herself. She threw the whip from her and 
turned blindly away, in actual flight. She wished she 
could escape from the person she had made of herself. 

Beyond the crowd of blacks, she was jolted to see 
Jeanette. Her sister had witnessed the whipping, and 
she had been excited by it. Her cheeks were flushed, and 
her eyes gleamed with the feelings that had been 
touched off in her by the dreadful scene. She wore a pink 
dress piore suitable for a ball than for a visit to the 
slaves’ compound—to a whipping. 

Flame stared at her with anger. "How did you know 
about this?’’ 

"From one of the maids . . . from Laurie.’’ 

"You had no business coming here. Don’t you ever 
come to the compound again! Understand?” 

"I wanted to see it. After all, there’s not been a buck^ 
whipped in years.” 

"It was a shameful thing.” 

"Maybe it was, but you’re the one who had it done— 
and you even did someof the lashing. ’' Jeanette laughed. 
"You’re really something. Flame. You know that?” 
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At this instant Flame wondered if there were two of 
her in one body. The Flame Am berton who could lash a 
man and the Flame Amberton who knew it for a 
shameful thing afterward. When she spoke, it was as the 
resolute one. 

“I do only what I must to keep La Belle Terre from 
going the way of the Creighton plantation and a lot of 
others," she said. “And I'm doing it as much for you, 
Phil, and Mother as for myself. Just keep that in mind.” 

"Oh, I will," Jeanette said. “I really will.” 

She didn't mind having been rebuked, for the whip¬ 
ping of the buck had been a rare experience to watch. 
She had been stirred by it in the strangest way. But she 
was also in high spirits for another reason. Later, at 
bedtime, she would have the wench Laurie pleasure her 
again . .. 

Monique was still in the kitchen of the manor house 
when Matt Hagarthy knocked on its door. Pierre was no 
longer there, nor were either of the maids. Mathilda was 
taking her ease now that the day's cooking was done. 
She had lowered her obese body into a rocking chair, 
with a great sigh of relief, at the far side of the room 
some time ago. Her helper, Cindy, was washing the last 
of the pots and pans. Monique opened the door and 
looked at the overseer without expression, concealing 
her dislike of him—of all overseers. 

"I’ve got to return this to Miss Flame." Hagarthy 
held up a large iron key. "It's to the Dugout, where we 
locked up that buck.” 

"Why did you lock him up in that awful place? 
Wasn’t the whipping punishment enough?” 

Hagarthy showed a mirthless smile. “The mistress 
don’t want him running away. Tomorrow he’s getting 
taken to town, to the horse doctor, to be castrated. After 
that, he's to be sold.” 

Monique remained expressionless, but she felt sud¬ 
denly cold inside. So all that had happened to Jubal was 
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to happen to Samson. She hadn't been old enough to be 
touched by horror when such a thing had been done to 
the buck who raped her. Now that she was much older 
. . . Well, she felt like weeping for Samson. 

"Miss Flame has gone up to her room and can’t be 
disturbed.” 

"Well, you take it for her. It’s always kept in the desk 
in the dead master’s study.” 

"All right," Monique said, and took the key. 

She shut the door as Hagarthy turned away, then 
slipped the key into the pocket of her skirt. She returned 
to the table and the cupof chicory she had there. Finally 
she rose and refilled the cup from the big pot that was 
always kept warming at the fireplace. She sat at the 
table again, sipping the chicory and thinking bleak 
thoughts. Cindy finished the pots and pans, then asked 
permission to go to her bed in the servants’ quarters off 
the kitchen. Mathilda granted it with a nod of her 
kerchief-wrapped head. 

A few minutes later Monique rose again, this time to 
set her cup on the work table. She told the cook good 
night and turned to leave. 

“You girl,” Mathilda said. “You’d better be taking 
that key to where it belongs like Mister Hagarthy done 
told you.” 

Monique looked at her soberly. “For all you know, I 
did take it to the study.” 

“You be aiming to use it to turn Samson loose from 
the Dugout, ain't you?” Mathilda nodded, answering 
her own question. “I knowed it by the way you been 
thinking your head off all this time. You be getting 
yourself in trouble, girl.” 

“You’re going to tell Missie Flame I turned the buck 
loose? ” 

Mathilda now shook her massive head. “I ain’t 
telling nobody nothing. Never did, never will. Besides, 
twenty years back, at Christmastime, I be giving birth to 
the pickaninny what grew up to be that Samson buck. 
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His paw was Hiram, one of them slaves what was sold 
off by Missie after word came that the master was killed 
in the war. He’s a bad one, that Samson. But it be only 
because he be young and his juices be running full. I 
loves him and don't be wanting him gelded and sold to 
some master what might treat him mean. But I ain’t 
wanting a nice girl like you to be getting punished, 
either. You better be thinking some more about what 
Missie Flame going to be doing to you if you be turning 
Samson loose to run away.” 

Monique looked at the black woman as though never 
really having seen her before now. Mathilda always 
seemed in a cheerful mood. When she needed to rebuke 
Cindy, she did so iq a kindly way. One would have 
thought her content with her lot, preparing meals for 
the members of the family and the house servants. She 
seldom visited the compound. Perhaps she went on 
those occasions to see her son, Monique thought. Her 
man had been taken away from her, and now her son 
would be lost to her. Life was so unfair, Monique told 
herself, especially for those who were slaves. 

"I’m letting him run away, Mathilda. No matter 
what Flame Amberton may do to me. I'm letting him 
out of the Dugout.” 

"Well, it be for you to decide.” Mathilda pushed 
herself ponderously from her chair. “Since he be going 
to run, he be needing some grub to keep his strength up 
to do the running.” 

Monique waited while the cook got a flour sack that 
had been laundered and began stowing food into it. 
Leftover biscuits, slices from a baked ham, numerous 
pieces of cold fried chicken, some apples . . . when the 
sack was half filled, she tied a knot at its top and 
brought it to Monique. 

“You tell him I be thinking of him every day. You 
will?" 

"Of course I will. But where can he run to, Mathilda? 
I didn’t give any thought to that. I’ve just been 
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concerned with getting him away from here." 

"Only place he can be going is the swamp, where the 
other runaways go. You be telling him to go there, so 
the sheriff can't be catching him.” 

"He knows enough not to be caught," Monique said, 
though she had a low opinion of Samson's intelligence 
because of his having gotten himself in such a fix. "I’ll 
go to the Dugout now.” 

La Belle TerTe's makeshift jail was some distance 
beyond the compound. It was as old as the whipping 
post, and the Beaumonts had believed, when founding 
the plantation, that a jail would be a necessity. They'd 
had some of their slaves dig a room-sized cave in the side 
of a low hill. A log front had been erected, and a 
doorway had been left in this wall. A stout plank door 
with a lock had been put into place. 

Monique walked swiftly through the darkness, going 
around the now dark and quiet slaves’ quarters. The 
field hands, along with the young children and the old 
women, were abed and doubtlessly asleep. The occu¬ 
pants of only one cabin might still be awake, Monique 
thought at random—Lulu and the Harper boy. She had 
heard from Rachel that the white youth was to come 
there tonight.They were probably at their pleasuring, 
trying to make a high-yellow pickaninny for Flame to 
sell in the distant future. The thought of them indulg¬ 
ing in sexual activity reminded her that Pierre had said 
he would come to her quarters tonight. She had the fear 
that he might come while she was on her errand of 
mercy, as she regarded it, and then, finding she wasn’t 
there, return to his room in the servants’ quarters of the 
big house. 

No, he mustn’t. . . I need to be with him tonight! 

Monique wanted at long last to be taken out of her 
aloneness that made her feel she was not a person in her 
own right. She also wanted to learn what it was like to 
be a young woman in love and loved. 

The night was thickly dark, a cloud layer hiding the 
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moon and stars. Since she seldom ventured outside after 
the coming of darkness, she felt uneasy as she ap¬ 
proached the Dugout through a growth of brush and 
scrub trees. It was as though she possessed, deep inside, 
a primeval fear of the dark. Perhaps it came down to her 
from her black ancestors who had been, before taken 
from Africa to be slaves, totally ignorant savages. She 
had to reassure herself. She was in no danger. No evil 
spirits lurked in the night to take possession of her soul. 
But even after telling herself this, she was relieved when 
she arrived at the door of the Dugout. 

She took the big iron key from her pocket and tapped 
on the door with it. 

"Samson, it’s Monique. I've come to turn you loose, 
so you can run away—save yourself." 

She inserted the key in the ancient lock. To tum it, 
she had to put down the sack of food and use both 
hands. Corroded with rust, the bolt was slow to give. 
Once the lock had released, she was required to pull at 
thedoor with all her strength. It came open grudgingly, 
its rusted hinges screeching. She peered into the deeper 
darkness beyond. 

“Samson ...” 

“ What for you be doing this, Monique? ” 

He loomed out of the stygian darkness, a burly figure 
clad only in gray cotton trousers. 

“I don’t want Missie Flame to do worse than she has 
already. You're to run away. Here, take this ..." She 
picked up the sack and held it out to him. “Your 
mammy sent it. She told me to say she’ll be thinking of 
you every day." 

“She be a good mammy. Where’ll I be going, 
running? ” 

He was childlike in spite of his great size, she 
thought. And being that, he was fearful. She explained 
to him that he must make his way to Malheur Swamp 
and hide there, for Missie Flame would inform Sheriff 
Hobbs that he was a runaway and perhaps even offer a 
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reward for his capture. He would find other runaways 
in the swamp, and from them he could learn how to 
survive away from a plantation. 

"All right, I be going there,” he said, taking the sack 
of food. "I be keeping on the move all night and then 
hide tomorrow, so no sheriff be catching me.” He 
turned as though to start on his flight, then faced her 
again. “I tell you something, Monique. 1 be coming 
back one day to get even with that bitch. She one bad 
white woman, that Missie Flame.” 

"You forget about her, Samson. Forget her and live 
the best you can. You’ll be free, after a fashion, and 
that’s good. Don’t come back, for if you should be 
caught you’ll be castrated and then sold. You’d better 
get started. It’s a long way to Malheur Swamp.” 

"I be going. But I be thanking you first. Thanking 
you most kindly. You’re a fancy wench, like everybody 
say, but you be having a good heart.” 

He turned and strode off through the darkness, which 
almost instantly hid him from Monique. She remained 
there for a moment, realizingshe had been wrongabout 
him. He possessed his own kind of intelligence. He 
could think of one day having revenge. As for herself, 
she understood that she would almost certainly be 
punished for having let him escape. Flame would be 
furious. 

She started back toward the washhouse, again swing¬ 
ing wide about the compound. She had been so 
preoccupied with getting the young buck out of the 
Dugout that she had forgotten that Pierre was to have 
come to her quarters tonight. If only he hadn’t come— 
and gone—while she was away . . . 

She had been gone for almost an hour, she estimated. 
If Pierre had come, he wouldn’t have waited. He would 
have decided that she had changed her mind and gone 
off somewhere to avoid him. She glanced toward the 
big house and saw no lights through any of its 
windows. He would have comeafter the white ladies no 
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longer needed catering to . . . come and gone, surely. 
She had been dispirited about Samson, but now her 
spirits sank even lower. Instead of escaping from her 
aloneness tonight she would again be the victim of it. 
She would be given no second chance. Pierre would 
think she didn’t know her own mind. He would be 
angry. And he wouldn’t forgive her. 

As she opened the door, a voice said softly, "I was 
beginning to think you’d run away from me.” 

His voice. Pierre’s. 

Monique uttered a little burst of joyous laughter, 
quite involuntarily. The next instant, a frightened 
feeling seized her. She was hesitant now instead of 
eager. She had to force herself to move inside and close 
the door. She remained there, pressed, almost huddled 
against the door. The memory of how terrible an ordeal 
the sexual act had been when Jubal raped her filled her 
mind. 

Pierre rose from a chair at the far side of her 
combination kitchen and parlor, saying, "I thought it 
wise not to light a candle. If the mistress learned that 
you and I . . . Well, there’s never any knowing how 
white folks will take it when their slaves do something 
behind their backs.” 

"Pierre ...” 

"Yes, Monique?” 

"I’m afraid.” 

He kept his distance, seemingly understanding. She 
couldn’t make out his expression in the darkness, but 
she was sure it was not one of mingled impatience and 
annoyance. 

"That’s to be expected.” He spoke in the gentlest of 
tones. "Because of what happened to you when you 
were still a child. But what could be between us is a 
natural thing. It’s the one boon that God saw fit to 
bestow on slaves as well as on masters. I promise that 
you’ll find it good—wonderful.” 

“It was so terrible, the other time.” 
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“ You were forced ihen. Now you have a choice. If you 
say yes. I’ll treat you lovingly. What is your choice, ma 
ch'erieV' 

When she didn’t reply, still gripped by uneasiness, he 
came and slipped his arms about her. 

"Your not answering gives me permission,” he said. 
‘‘But your body itself says no.” 

"I do want to know what it’s like to be wholly a 
woman." Her voice was strangely husky. ”1 really do." 

“And you will know—now." 

With that, Pierre tightened his embrace so that she 
was pressed fully against him. He found her lips with 
his, and his tongue forced its way into her mouth. He 
ran his hands over her, feeling of her. She managed to 
kiss him back in the same manner and to slip her arms 
about his neck. She responded as she believed a woman 
should, and yet she was not experiencing any reaction 
to him. No desire was touched off in her, either then nor 
when he picked her up in his arms and carried her to her 
sparsely furnished bedroom. She submitted to his 
undressing her and laying her on the bed. But she felt 
bitterly disappointed as she waited, her body bared, 
while he removed his clothing. 

She was this way all the while he sought to arouse her 
through a prolonged loveplay. She remained so even 
after he eased his manhood gently into her. She was 
ready to receive him. He had succeeded in bringing her 
to a mild state of arousal. Her vulva were swollen and 
her vagina was moist. So there was no pain. She even 
found his rhythmic working at her pleasurable, but no 
more than that. She experienced no soaring sensation. 
She came nowhere near achieving even a mild orgasm 
and a sampling of ecstasy. He finally came to his own 
bursting, and she tightened her arms about him during 
his tremendous upheaval. 

When he lay beside her minutes later, sprawled 
loosely and breathing deeply, he said, "It wasn't good 
for you, after all." 
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This was not a question but a flat statement. He 
knew. 

Tm sorry, but it was—well, disappointing.” 

“I’m sorry too, Monique. I wanted you to know 
heaven for just a little while.” 

"Maybe it’s that way for every woman.” 

“No, no. For most it’s life’s most wonderful expe¬ 
rience." He was thinking of their mistress, of Denise 
Amberton, and how wildly passionate she became in 
the throes of lovemaking. He wouldn't mention her to 
Monique, however. “Maybe one day, with another 
man . . 

“I don’t want another man. Pierre. I can’t imagine 
what other man there could ever be. I want nothing to 
do with the bucks of the compound, and I couldn’t bear 
to have Matt Hagarthy touch me. There are no others. 
Except for that Harper boy, and he. . . Well, he’s not for 
me.” Anger came to her. “Damn that Jubal! He ruined 
it for me! ” 

Pierre did not respond to that. 

His silence indicated to her that he believed she was 
right. It also seemed to mean that he was disappointed 
in her and had no hope that she would ever know what 
it was like to be wholly a woman. 

In the cabin that Flame had set aside for Davey Harper 
to perform his stud services. Lulu said, “Ain’t you be 
doing it to me again, white boy?" She dared use a 
disrespectful tone to him because he was not one of the 
family; he was just poor white trash. “I feel like having 
more—lots more.” 

Davey was in a lethargic state, having twice spurted 
his juices into her warm, moist body. In the darkness 
she seemed pretty enough. And her young body acted 
magically to his touch when he wasn’t drained of 
passion. He marveled at his good luck in being paid to 
come here to bed her and the other mulatto wenches. If 
the fellows he had soldiered with could only know how 
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fine he was having it! Shucks, they wouldn’t believe 
such a thing if told about it. 

“ You want more, girl, you'll have to get my cock stiff 
again." 

Lulu did indeed want more. Until Missie Flame had 
chosen her to be one of the wenches to lie with the 
young ofay, she hadn't even imagined that pleasuring 
could be so wonderful. 

Not that it had been wonderful with that buck 
Samson last night. He’d been rough with her, and it had 
been over before she got to feel good. Maybe nigger 
bucks weren’t as good at pleasuring as white men. 
Could be. 

Wanting more with Davey, Lulu set about doing as 
she had done during a previous session with him. She 
began caressing and tongue-kissing his white body, 
working her way down to his penis. She licked the limp 
organ fora time, then took it into her mouth and sucked 
at it vigorously. In a little while, she found it too much 
of a mouthful, for Davey was having his third erection 
of the night. 
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Chapter Six 


Flame 


sensed from the 


servants’ manner that some¬ 


thing was wrong. When the maids told her good 
morning, they avoided looking directly at her and 
spoke in a mumble. Upon coming downstairs to the 
dining room for breakfast, she was greeted courteously 
by Pierre, but he seemed to take overly long at the 
sideboard while preparing to serve her. 


"What ails you people?” she demanded, when the 
butler finally came to the table with a silver pot of 
chicory. "Pierre, what’s bothering everybody?” 

"Ain’t rightly able to say anything be wrong, Missie. 
It just be that Mr. Hagarthy is waiting to see you. It be 
urgent, he say.” 


Flame looked at him with annoyance. He could 
speak as properly as she, but this morning he was doing 
no better than a field hand. That was the final clue. 


Something was wrong. Very wrong. She supposed the 
trouble had to do with the lashing of Samson and the 
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other punishment he was still to endure. But why that 
should bother the house servants, she couldn't imagine. 
They regarded themselves as a cut above the ordinary 
slaves, as they properly could do. 

Frowning with perplexity, she said, "Have Mr. 
Hagarthy come in.” 

“Right now, Missie? While you eating?” 

"Yes, right now.” 

Pierre looked disapproving, for the overseer was not 
acceptable as a guest in the main house. But he nodded 
to one of the maids. 

“You, Laurie . . . You fetch Mr. Hagarthy. Move!” 

He placed dishes in front of Flame, removing their 
covers. Her breakfast consisted of bacon, grits, and 
biscuits. For the last she had a choice of butter, honey, 
apple jelly, or peach jam. Because of her state of mind, 
she nibbled at a biscuit with nothing on it and passed 
up the other food. Her conscience had begun to bother 
her. Maybe she was being too harsh in her punishment 
of Samson. After all, he had merely pleasured himself 
with one of the wenches. On the other hand, Lulu 
wasn’t an ordinary wench. She was one of the mulatjoes 
she hoped to breed by the Harper boy. The important 
thing was, her orders had been disobeyed. She decided, 
as Matt Hagarthy appeared, to ignore her conscience. 
She looked at him with a sense of distaste, not liking the 
sight of so uncouth a man so early in the day. He held 
his hat in his hand and had a worried look on his 
bearded face. 

"What in God’s name is going on?” she demanded. 
"These servants are acting as though this is doomsday. 
What’s happened?” 

“I hate to have to tell you this, Miss Flame, but that 
buck got away during the night.” He was apologetic 
and also anxious of tone. “He got out of theDugout and 
.. . Well, ma'am, he’s on the run." 

Flame was jolted. “How in heaven’s name could he 
escape from there? Are you sure you locked the door? ” 
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"Yes, ma’am. I sure did lock it.” 

"And the key? What did you do with it?” 

"I brought it here to the house, to give to you. But I 
was told you’d gone to your room and couldn’t be 
bothered.” 

“Who told you that?” 

"Well, ma’am, it was Monique.” 

“And you gave the key to her?” 

Hagarthy nodded. As uneasy expression showed 
through his unkempt beard. He seemed fearful that he 
would be blamed for Samson’s escape. 

He tried to justify having given the key to Monique. 
“ What else was I to do. Miss Flame? I knew the key is 
always kept in the old master’s study, and I told the 
wench to take it there. I didn’t figure she’d use it to free 
that ornery nigger.” 

Flame got from her chair and began to pace in that 
agitated way she had when upset. Monique, she 
thought. Anger now mingled with her long-nurtured 
hatred of the quadroon. That uppity nigger was indeed 
overstepping the bounds. She was behaving as though 
she were one of the family. Going against her orders. 
Meddling in too many matters that were none of her 
concern. 

Coming to a sudden decision, Flame stopped pacing. 
“Mr. Hagarthy, you tell Elijah that he’s to let young 
Tobey have a mount. I want the boy to go to Burke’s 
Landing on a couple of errands. He's to be ready to leave 
in, say, an hour.” 

“Yes, ma'am. Is there anything else?” 

“Yes, there is something else,” Flame said. “Tell 
Monique that I want her to come here—to the study. If 
she refuses to come . . . Well, you bring her by force.” 

"I’ll see that site comes,” Hagarthy said. “You can 
count on me, Miss Flame—like always.” 

Monique was always an early riser. This morning she 
woke even before her usual time. She woke to a troubled 
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frame of mind. She found herself bothered by not just 
one matter, but by two. The one was her having helped 
Samson escape. That had been an act of mercy, but 
Flame would be furious and rebuke if not punish her 
for it. The other thing bothering her was the memory of 
her failure to have known pleasure when Pierre made 
love to her. 

Something is wrong. I'm not as a woman should be. 

She knew what was wrong, of course. It was her 
having been raped when she was but a child by that 
brutish gardener. 

Monique was not given to weeping, but now tears did 
well in her eyes. She cried not so much because of the 
difficult time Flame would certainly give her but 
because she had failed to respond—to react—to Pierre’s 
patient, tender lovemaking. Thelrealization'came'tojher 
that since she couldn’t enjoy the sexual act with him, of 
whom she was so very fond, she would never find joy in 
it with any man. 

This morning she kindled a blaze in the fireplace of 
her combination kitchen and sitting room. She would 
fix her own breakfast, for today she didn’t feel up to 
going to the kitchen of the main house and facing the 
servants. She especially didn’t want to see Pierre right 
now. He would surely look at her with the thought that 
she was—well—something of a freak. 

Her appetite was poor, but she forced herself to eat. 
She would need her strength for the coming confronta¬ 
tion with Flame. All her strength and more, for her half- 
sister was, after all, the actual mistress of La Belle Ten-e, 
and could mete out terrible punishment when angered. 

Monique had just finished washing up her breakfast 
things when someone knocked demandingly on her 
door. 

"Who is it?” she asked. 

"Matt Hagarthy.’’ 

Opening the door, she too looked at him with 
distaste. She regarded him as a sorTy sort of white man, 
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one wholly without pride and only slightly more 
intelligent than the field hands he oversaw. 

“Miss Flame wants you over at the big house—in the 
study.” He grinned with tobacco-stained lips, obvious¬ 
ly amused. "She’s aiming to skin you alive for turning 
that Samson loose. And if you're figuring you won’t go, 
I’m to take you—by force.” 

She gazed at him with eyes turned glacial. “ You lay 
a hand on me, white man, and you’ll regret it, believe 
me.” 

"Then get started over there right now. You hear?” 

Monique said, "I’ll go when I’m good and ready,” 
and shut the door against the unwholesome sight of 
him. 

When ten minutes later she entered the manor house 
by the kitchen door, fat, ebony-black Mathilda looked 
at her with sympathy. "You going to get it, girl—real 
bad.” 

"Maybe I will. But Samson still won’t be castrated 
and sold.” 

“Bless you for that, Monique,” the cook said. "You 
one fine lady even if you be part nigger. God in His 
Heaven out to bless you special.” 

“If there is a God,” Monique said, marveling that the 
Negress believed that a Supreme Being watched over 
black people. 

She went down the hall to the front of the house. 
Years ago, when she was Flame’s playmate, this had all 
been so very familiar to her. But she hadn't been in the 
main part of the house for so many years that she now 
felt a stranger to it. She found the door to the study 
open. Flame was seated at the desk, writing what 
seemed to be a letter. 

Flame ignored her, continuing to write and dipping 
her pen in the inkwell when necessary. Finally she 
signed her name with a flourish. Only then did she look 
at Monique, who stood just inside the doorway. 

"Well, come closer.” Flame’s tone was barbed. "So I 
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can see the guilt on your face." 

Monique came farther into the large, handsomely 
furnished room and stood in front of the desk. Her face 
was expressionless, but there was a hint of defiance in 
her bearing. 

Chill of expression, Flame said, "You let that buck 
escape.” She was not just accusing but condemning. 
"Or are you going to deny it?” 

"I’m not in the habit of lying, Flame.” 

"What in heaven’s name possessed you?” 

"I felt that he'd been punished enough with the 
whip.” 

“Since when has a slave had the right to pass 
judgment on such matters?” 

Monique shrugged. “Maybe it comes of my white 
blood.” 

Flame flinched as from a physical blow. "Damn you, 
wench; don’t flaunt your white blood to me. It’s 
offensive enough that I see you're a quadroon every time 
I lay eyes on you. But to get back to that homy Samson 
. . . You knew I gave orders that no black buck was to 
pester those five mulatto wenches! Are you telling me to 
my face that I had no right to punish him for going 
against my orders?” 

"The whipping was punishment enough.” 

"You didn’t think that when Jubal was punished for 
pestering you.” 

"I was a defenseless child, and I was raped—not just 
pestered.” 

Flame regarded her with a mocking smile. "Maybe 
your interest in Samson is a personal matter. Maybe 
you’ve been having him pleasure you.” 

"You know that’s not true. I’ve never let a field hand 
touch me. None has ever tried to touch me, for they all 
know that I have certain rights—because I was sired by 
our now-dead master.” 

Anger came again to Flame’s lovely face. "Listen, 
you; don’t say such a thing to me again. You don’t 
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know who fathered you. It could have been Matt 
Hagarthy, for God's sake!” 

Monique merely shrugged, feeling that such an idea 
was too ludicrous for comment. 

‘TH sayjthis onceand|for all, wench,” Flame told her. 
"You carry yourself like some sort of royalty—like a 
princess. You’ve got not only the field hands but also 
the house servants believing that you're untouchable, 
even by members of the family. But you’re not. You’re 
not at all. You’re just another female slave. And an 
unruly one at that. Accordingly, you’re to be punished 
for having turned Samson loose.” 

“I’m willing to pay for saving him from being 
castrated and sold,” Monique said. "I don’t know how 
he'll manage to survive away from La Belle Terre, but at 
least he’ll not have his manhood taken away from him. 
You won't have made a eunuch of him. Which was a 
cruel thing for you to have planned to do to him.” 

"Turning him into a eunuch would have been the 
proper punishment for raping that mulatto wench.” 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t agree.” 

Flame stared at her with that old hatred. “You just 
don’t understand that these niggers are for their owners 
to punish as seems best. But you’ll understand it now. 
I've decided on your punishment, if you’re interested.” 

Monique stiffened but made no reply. Fear chilled 
her, for she knew that Flame had decided upon some 
terrible punishment for her. She should have antici¬ 
pated this, she told herself. But even if she had known 
the consequences she still would have turned Samson 
loose. 

"You’re not curious?” Flame asked, her lips curled 
in a mocking smile. “You don't want to know before¬ 
hand?” 

"Since you’re eager for me to know,” Monique said, 
“go ahead and tell me.” 

Flame’s smile grew even more mocking. “I’ve decided 
to sell you. I’ve just written a letter to Sheriff Hobbs, 
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informing him that Samson is a runaway and that a 
reward of two hundred dollars will be paid for his 
return. I’ve also written to Miles Tarrant, the slave 
dealer, telling him that I'm ready to turn La Belle 
Terre’s lightest-skinned and most attractive wench over 
to him for the auction block. Now you know.” 

Monique stared at her with disbelief for a moment, 
too jolted to speak. When she did find words, they 
revealed that she had been humbled at last. She spoke 
like a supplicant pleading for salvation. 

‘‘Flame, you can’t do this to me. Mistress Denise told 
me after the master went off to the war that he had said I 
was never to be sold.” 

"You’re forgetting something. Something very im¬ 
portant. / am now running this plantation. Here at La 
Belle Terre my word is law—and don’t you forget that 
for an instant.” 

Monique recalled that only yesterday she had threat¬ 
ened to kill her half-sister if she were forced to be put to 
breeding as the mulatto wenches were. Now she was too 
shattered to think of saying such a thing again. Sold, 
she thought bleakly. Taken away from La Belle TerTe, 
the only home she'd ever known. She hadn’t been free, 
of course. She hadn't really been her own person. But 
life here hadn’t been hard for her. On the contrary, she’d 
had it good for a person bom into bondage. 

Finally she recovered from the shock. “I’ll go to 
Mistress Denise and tell her what you’re planning to do. 
She’ll not let you. She’ll remember that the old master 
said that I was never to be sold.” 

She didn’t wait to be dismissed. She fled from Flame’s 
presence, as though from some indescribable evil. 

Flame's anger was so intense that she felt not the 
slightest uncertainty about sending off the two letters. 
She sealed them in their envelopes, then rang for a 
servant. Pierre came, asking in his not quite servile but 
always civil way what he could do for her. 
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"Is young Tobey ready to leave (or town?’’ she asked. 

"Yes, Miss Flame.” The butler had ceased talking 
like a field hand, which seemed to mean he had accepted 
the situation as something that couldn’t be changed. 
"He’s waiting with a saddled horse at the porte-cochere. 
Am I to give him instructions?” 

She shook her head, rising with the letters in her 
hand. "I’ll do it. I don't want him to misunderstand and 
end up making a mess of things.” 

The door to the porte-cochere opened from the study, 
and she found the fourteen-year-old black boy standing 
by one of the plantation’s fine riding horses. He gave 
her a broad smile, teeth gleaming whitely against dark, 
overly full negroid lips. 

"You sending me all the way to the Landing 
Missie?” 

"Yes, I am. And I don’t want you loafing along the 
way. You’re to give this one letter to the sheriff. Show 
both to him, so he’ll know which is to him. Then take 
the other to the office of the slave dealer, Mr. Tarrant, 
and give it to him. Can you do that?” 

“I sure can, Missie.” 

"All right,” Flame said, and took a few coins from the 
pocket of her ridi ng skirt. As she handed them to Tobey, 
she added, “Here’s some money for you to spend. For 
candy, if you like. Now be on your way.” 

Tobey put the money into a pocket of his coarse 
cotton trousers, then tucked the letters inside his shirt. 
He turned to the horse, the reins of which he held, and 
rose to the saddle. 

"I’m be back in no time, Missie Flame.” 

He put the horse into motion, riding it at a gallop 
down the driveway to the public road. 

Flame watched him until he was out of sight, a faint, 
smug smile curling her lips. She might not get Samson 
back to put him through the rest of his deserved 
punishment, but she would have no trouble getting 
Miles Tarrant to take Monique off her hands. The slave 
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dealer would be eager to come by such a prize as La Belle 
Terre’s haughty quadroon beauty. 

Flame took a moment to gloat over the prospect of 
being rid of the wench sired by John Amberton, to the 
shame of his legitimate offspring. Monique had been a 
thorn in her side for much too long. 
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Chapter Seven 


Monique existed in a trancelike state throughout the 
morning. She kept busy at her usual chores, doing some 
washing and hanging it out to dry. She finished some 
ironing left over from the previous day. She had no 
hope that Flame would not carry out her decision to sell 
her. This time Flame had found a way to even the score 
with her without any risk of Monique’s being able to 
strike back at her. . . To kill her if she were forced to let 
the Harper boy bed her, as she warned Flame she would 
do. 

Late in the morning, when she knew it was Denise 
Amberton’s habit to stroll in the gardens, Monique 
went looking for her. She found the actual mistress of 
La BelleTerregiving instructions tcxthe gardener, now a 
buck named Micah, about pruning some rose bushes 
that had come to the end of their seasonal blooming. 

Denise acknowledged Monique's presence pleasant¬ 
ly. Strangely enough, she did not seem to hate her late 
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husband’s illegitimate daughter as Flame did. She 
evidently accepted Monique’s existence as a fact of life 
and had decided that what could not be changed must 
be accepted. " What are you doing here, Monique? Have 
you no work to do?” 

"I must talk with you. Mistress Denise. It’s impor¬ 
tant.” 

"Really? Important in what way?” 

"Well, important to me—to my future.” Monique’s 
voice was shaky and off-key. She was becoming uncon¬ 
trollably upset. "Missie Flame has told me she’s going 
to sell me to the slave dealer.” 

"Oh, nonsense,” Denise said. "She probably just said 
such a silly thing because you made her angry in some 
way.” 

"I did make her angry, but for her to sell me when the 
late master—” 

"In what way did you make her angry?” 

"I turned Samson loose from the Dugout so he could 
run away.” 

"Oh. really?” 

Denise showed no surprise, nor did she feel any. She 
had already heard about the occurrences of last night 
from Pierre. As usual, she had asked him if there was 
anything happening of which she should know and had 
listened to him with mild interest while eating her 
breakfast. She had had him make love to her again this 
morning, and she was still in high spirits because he 
had done so well for her. Or perhaps her spirits were 
serene rather than exuberant. Serenity was Denise’s 
major quality. 

Monique asked, "Are you going to let Miss Flame do 
this to me, mistress?” 

“Really, Monique, I don’t see that I can stop her. She 
has a mind of her own, and she’s so very strong-willed. 
So much like her father was, you know.” 

Her father and mine, Monique wanted to say. She felt 
not merely disappointed but totally frustrated. She had 
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believed that Denise Amberton would honor her hus¬ 
band’s wishes even though he was in his grave. She 
followed Denise into the shade of a live oak tree, 
unwilling to give up so easily when her entire future 
was at stake. The woman was in a lovely brown dress 
and had a cameo brooch pinned just below its neckline. 
She seemed to Monique almost regal in appearance and 
manner. She also seemed a kindly person, wholly 
unlike her elder daughter. But she was totally depen¬ 
dent upon Flame, and therefore under her spell. She 
would not take a slave’s part in a dispute with her 
daughter—not even a slave who had been sired by her 
husband. Or perhaps especially not one who had 
sprung from John Amberton’s loins. 

She might not hate me, Monique thought, but deep 
inside she resents me. 

“Flame only does what is right for La Belle Ten-e, 
Monique. I know that she has trouble with the planta¬ 
tion’s finances, due to this dreadful war, and it’s 
difficult for her to make ends meet. I understand that 
the Southland’s economy is in a sorry state and will 
only worsen. These are hard times, and one must 
survive them as best one can. If Flame feels the need for 
the money that will come from selling you . . . Well, I 
can't tell her not to sell you.” 

"But you once told me that Mr. Amberton said I was 
never to be sold . . . that La Belle Terre was to be my 
home forever.” 

"The master—may he rest in peace—never expected 
La Belle Terre to fall upon such hard times. He never 
imagined that the day would come when there would be 
no profit in growing cotton.” 

“Flame isn’t thinking of the money. She’s selling me 
as punishment.” 

"You shouldn’t have offended her, you know.” 

“Then you’ll not speak with her on my behalf, 
Mistress Denise?” Monique asked. "You’ll let her sell 
me to the slave dealer?” 
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“It’s quite out of my hands,” Denise Amberton said, 
and went to a lilac bush to pick a bouquet for the house. 

Having remembered the quadroon wench at La Belle 
Terre, Miles Tarrant came that very day to buy her— 
provided she was as lovely as he recalled and the price 
was within reason. A real beauty. Tall and slender. 
Brown-black hair that wasn’t kinky. Light enough of 
skin to be an octoroon. A haughty-appearing wench. 
No field hand, she. Not a house servant, either. Treated 
as though she were somehow special. Miles Tarrant 
would have bet money—good, hard cash, not Jeff 
Davis’ paper—that the wench was the result of John 
Amberton having rammed into a female mulatto slave 
twenty years or so ago. 

Flame was out in the fields when he arrived, and 
Tobey was sent to fetch her. 

“Mr. Tarrant done come. Missie," the boy told her. 
“He asking for you. I reckon that letter I took him done 
brought him out here in such a hurry.” 

“I reckon it did, Tobey,” Flame said, and turned 
Centaur about to ride at a canter to the plantation 
buildings. 

Tarrant waited in the entrance hall, sitting on a 
straight-backed chair and holding his hat on his lap. He 
rose hastily upon Flame’s entrance, bowing to her with 
an exaggerated show of respect. This was her due, he 
decided. She was not only a fine figure of a woman but 
she had a head for business on her. Dealing with her was 
a pleasure indeed. If he were of her aristocratic class 
and lacked the white hair and the equally white goatee 
that told of his years, he might have entertained notions 
about her. Even though nearly sixty years of age, 
Tarrant savored the thought of having her naked in his 
arms. 

“You arrived much sooner than I expected, Mr. 
Tarrant.” 

“Out of courtesy to you, my dear Miss Amberton.” 
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"Well, thank you for the compliment,” she said, 
smiling. "But I suspect it was really the prospect of 
buying the wench that brought you in such a hurry.” 

"Well, I do recall that she’s a great beauty—and 
lighter than high yellow in color.” 

"She is that. There’s no nigger to be seen in her.” 

“May I ask why you decided to sell her?” 

"She’s becoming a bit too brazen of late,” Flame said. 
'The family has always treated her favorably, and now 
she is repaying us by—well—misbehaving.” After a 
moment of thought, Flame added, “I’m not letting her 
go cheaply, though. I realize that she’ll bring a high 
price in New Orleans or Natchez.” 

"I’ll need another look at her before even thinking 
price, my dear lady. You understand that, of course.” 

Flame nodded. "I’ll have her come to the house. We’ll 
wait in the study.” She tugged a bellpull on the wall 
beside the doorway to that room. "Perhaps you could 
do with a small drink after your long drive.” 

She had taken note of the horse and buggy at the 
porte-cochere when arriving back from the fields. Since 
he was buying only one wench, no larger vehicle was 
necessary. Today there would be no seventy-some slaves 
marching in a coffle, as on that occasion that she’d sold 
off almost half of the field hands. 

Rachel came in response to the bell. Flame told her, 
"Have Monique come here at once. If she turns balky 
and refuses to come . . . Well, just let me know and I’ll 
come after her with my whip.” 

"Yes, Missie. I tell her.” 

Monique came promptly. Her usual prideful manner 
was worn thin. She merely looked resentful. And 
perhaps despondent, Flame thought with relish. She 
shut the door on Flame’s order, then came to the center 
of the room. 

"Mr. Tarrant will want a good look at you. Pirouette 
for him—slowly. Show him what a fancy wench you 
are.” 
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Monique did as she was told, having accepted that for 
her there was no escape, as there had been for Samson. 
She turned slowly for the slave dealer’s appraisal of her. 
His eyes seemed to miss nothing as he sipped at a glass 
of bourbon. Monique avoided meeting his gaze. She did 
not look at Flame either. 

•‘A very high yellow,” Tarrant said. “Hardly any 
color at all, in fact. She could pass fora white woman, if 
the truth be told. But the fact is, Miss Amberton, most 
gentlemen like a bit of color in their filles de joie .Not 
much, of course. But a high-yellow wench is prefer¬ 
able." 

Flame appeared amused. "You've got an extremely 
fancy’ wench here, Mr. Tarrant. One so fancy that 
you’ve decided to haggle to get me to take a lower price 
than 1 should.” 

He smiled a bit guiltily. “Tell me, is she a virgin?” 

“I’m sorry, but no. A buck got to her when she was 
only thirteen. He took her by force.” 

“Too bad. Virgins bring the highest prices, you 
know.” 

“I wouldn’t know, but I suspect they would.” 

Tarrant drank more bourbon, then said, “One must 
inspect a slave as one would a horse. Would you mind 
having the wench shuck down?” 

“Not at all,” Flame said, delighted by the suggestion 
of one more indignity to inflict upon this nigger wench 
who dared possess Amberton blood. “Do as Mr. Tarrant 
wants,” she told Monique. 

Monique felt and looked rebellious for a moment, 
then she again resigned herself to the inevitable. She 
unbuttoned her blouse and let it fall to the floor, then 
removed her skirt. She rid herself of her petticoat and 
drawers, and finally took off her sandals. She stood 
completely exposed, but surprisingly she was able to 
assume some of her normal prideful manner in spite of 
her nudity. She blanked out her mind to the appraising 
gazes of the slave dealer and the young woman who was 
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her half-sister. Let them look, damn them. They would 
never see a lovelier young woman. Even Flame, when 
examining herself in the full-length mirror in her bed¬ 
room, would see herself as no more attractive. 

“By God, she is a gem—a real jewel, Miss Amber- 
t°nl ” Tarrant got from his chair and circled Monique, 
feasting his eyes on her naked body. "There’s not a flaw 
to be seen. She 11 have to be taken to New Orleans to get 
the proper price for her. ” He glanced at Flame. " Would 
you mind my touching her?” 

“Not at all.” 

So Monique was forced to submit to the further 
indignity of having this stranger run his hands over her 
body. 

"Firm of flesh, not flabby anywhere.” He seemed to 
be thinking aloud. He felt her breasts, her stomach, her 
thighs, and her buttocks. "A jewel, all right. I can hear 
the lively bidding for her at the French Exchange. Yes, 
indeed! ” He came to stand in front of Monique. ‘‘Let’s 
see your teeth, my beauty. If they're as sound as the rest 
of you . . 

She obediently opened her mouth. As she had antici¬ 
pated, he found no fault with her teeth. 

Turning to Flame again, he said, “If I were twenty or 
thirty years younger. I’d buy her for myself. What’s her 
name, by the way?” 

“Monique.” 

“Ah, splendid. In New Orleans a French name for a 
fan^ wench does well. We’ll make no mention that 
she’s off an upriver plantation. It wouldn’t do to have 
the gentlemen think she’s but a field hand. What is your 
asking price? ” 

“My asking price is the only one I’ll accept, Mr. 
Tarrant. I expea you to keep that in mind. I want two 
thousand dollars for her.” 

Tarrant let a look of pain cross his goateed face. “My 
dear Miss Amberton, you must understand that I must 
care for the wench and transport her downriver. What 
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with the war and all . . . Well, prices for even fancy 
wenches are at their lowest.” 

“I’m selling her because I'm displeased with her, Mr. 
Tarrant. I’m not forced to sell her by need of money.” 

•‘Even so . . . Eighteen hundred?" 

"Two thousand, and not a dollar less,” Flame said. 
"And you’re still getting a bargain, no matter what the 
state of the slave market may be at the moment. If 
gentlemen of means aren’t buying expensive filles de 
joie at the moment, I imagine that one of the higher- 
class bordellos would welcome the chance to add her to 
its stable of whores.” 

"Nineteen hundred. That’s as high as I can possibly 
go.” 

Flame smiled ruefully. "I’m sorry you had your long 
drive for nothing, Mr. Tarrant.” 

"Oh, all pght,’’ he said. “ You press a hard bargain, 
but . .. I’ll give you the two thousand. Now if you’ll 
write out a bill of sale for her ... I do happen to have 
that much money with me, though I certainly didn’t—’’ 

Tarrant didn’t get to finish his comment, for at that 
moment the door opened and Jeanette came into the 
study in her usual breezy manner. Seeing Monique 
disrobed, she stopped abruptly and a look of shock 
came to her pretty young face. 

" What in heaven's name. . . Monique, what are you 
doing naked?” 

Monique picked up her drawers and pulled them on, 
saying, "I’m being sold, Missie Jeanette. I was forced to 
shuck down like an ordinary field hand.” 

Jeanette appeared horrified as she turned to Flame. 
“You can’t do this! You know that Father said 
Monique was never to be sold!” 

“She’s already been sold," Flame told her. "As she 
should have been. She’s been getting out of hand 
recently. Last night she had the audacity to free Samson 
from the Dugout and let him run away.” 

“Was that so terrible?” Jeanette said. "Afterall, you 
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were going to have him castrated! ” 

So I was. And I still will, if the sheriff catches him.” 

Jeanette gazed at her with disgust. "You are impos¬ 
sible utterly impossible. You’re far more cruel than a 
man!” 

"I do what I must for La Belle Terre.” 

"La Belle Terre! ” Jeanette sounded furious. “ You’re 
doing this out of spite! You're jealous of Monique. You 
hate her for being as good-looking as you, mavbeeven 
better-looking. And you can’t get over the fact that she 
had the same father we did. I’m going to tell Mother 
She'll put a stop to this, believe me!” 

She turned and hurried from the study. 

As Monique continued to get back into her clothing 
she felt like calling out to the younger Amberton sister 
that appealing to Mistress Denise would change noth¬ 
ing. The sale was already completed. Flame had written 
and signed the bill of sale, and Miles Tarrant was 
counting out two thousand dollars in gold pieces from 
a drawstring pouch. Monique was now the property of 
the slave dealer, to be resold. Maybe to a bordello. 
Monique shuddered. 

Minutes later, as Miles Tarrant drove away with 
Monique, with shackles on her wrists to make any 
escape attempt impossible, there was weeping in the 
kitchen of the manor house. 

Fat Mathilda sat in herrockingchairand wailed with 
uncontrollable grief. Her helper, Cindy, cried with her 
out of sympathy. The maids Rachel and Laurie sobbed 
too, because they had liked Monique despite her being 
an uppity wench. 

Pierre the butler had tears in his eyes because he felt a 
deep heartache for Monique who, for all her being a 
fancy wench, found only revulsion in pleasuring a man 
. . . And from now on, wherever she ended up. her only 
reason for being would be to give pleasure to her new 
owner—or to many men, if she were sold to the keeper 
of a bordello. 
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Chapter Eight 


IVtonique was at last seeing the world beyond La Belle 
Terre, though not in a way she liked. After two days of 
being shut up in a cell-like room in Miles Tarrant's 
slave jail, she was visited by her new owner. Tarrant was 
accompanied by a tall, thin black woman burdened 
with two wooden buckets of warm water, a bar of soap, 
a washcloth, and a towel. 

“ We’re leaving on a riverboat this morning," he told 
Monique. “For New Orleans. That’ll be in about two 
hours. You have that much time to fix yourself up at 
your fanciest for the trip. Cleo will give you a hand with 
things , .. washing up, doing your hair, dressing." 

Monique looked at him blankly, not fully compre¬ 
hending. Something had happened to her after he had 
taken her away from La Belle Terre. Something had 
gone wrong with her mind. She had again lapsed intoa 
trancelike state. She was disoriented, not knowing 
where she was or how she had come there. All she knew 
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was that she had been taken away from her home and 
would never see it again. 

The room had no window, and the door only a small 
opening fitted with iron bars. If she had cared to do so, 
she could have looked out into a narrow corridor, but 
she would have seen only other such doors on the 
opposite side. Her room held only a pallet and a 
chamber pot. Twice a day—once in the morning and 
once in the evening—the Negress, Cleo, had brought 
her meals to her. Each had consisted of commeal mush 
in a bowl and a cup of chicory. An hour after serving 
each meal, Cleo came to take the bowl and cup away. 

Noticing Monique’s blank expression, Tarrant said, 
not unpleasantly, "Time to rise and shine. You should 
be raring to go. It ain’t every nigger wench gets taken to 
see the sights of New Orleans.” He nodded to the black 
woman. "Get in there and rouse her, Cleo. And make 
sure she’s washed down good before you give her the 
clothes I got for her.” 

“Leave her to me, master,” Cleo said good-naturedly. 
“I’ll have folks mistaking her for a fine white lady." 

The Negress did as she was told, although she had to 
abuse Monique to a degree to get her over that dazed 
condition. She slapped Monique’s face several times, 
and took her by the shoulders and shook her roughly. 
She then began giving her the washing down their 
owner had ordered, starting with Monique’s wealth of 
brown-black hair. Eventually she had her charge look¬ 
ing as she had promised: like a fine white lady. Mo¬ 
nique was now sufficiently alert to realize that she must 
look extremely nice in the blue dress, flower-trimmed 
hat, white gloves, and brown shoes Cleo had fetched 
and helped her put on. 

“ What did I tell you? ’’ the woman said. "Didn’t I say 
I’d make you look like something?” She inspected her 
completed project critically. “Could have done better 
with your hair, but it ain’t being altogether dry when I 
fixed it. Still, honey-child, some men are going to think 
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you look good enough to eat. Where fancy wenches are 
concerned, they think with their balls—men do. You 
know that?" 

Monique did realize that she attracted considerable 
male attention. This was when the three of them— 
Miles Tarrant, herself, and Cleo, who accompanied 
them as her personal maid—walked to the riverfront 
and boarded the R wer Queen, a big sternwheeler, at one 
of the docks. 

She didn’t especially like being the center of such 
attention. She wondered if those men who ogled her 
knew she was partly black. She wondered too if, 
thinking her wholly white, they took her to be Mr. 
Tarrant’s wife, daughter, or mistress. Not that it 
mattered. What a slave was or might become was of no 
consequence whatsoever except to the slave. But at least 
she was no longer dull-witted. She was aware of 
everything that was taking place about her. She was 
relieved to be distracted. It kept her from brooding 
about what lay ahead. 

Monique marveled at the sights of this place, even 
though it was but a small city. All seemed hustle and 
bustle. So many people. So many horse-drawn vehicles. 
So many on horseback. She marveled even more that she 
was aboard a great boat that would venture out into the 
broad Mississippi. When it was underway, black smoke 
belched from its two tall stacks and the huge wheel 
astem churned the water furiously to propel the craft 
toward the fabulous city of New Orleans. 

She was fascinated by the other passengers, esp>ecially 
by those female passengers who were obviously ladies of 
quality. By taking note of how they were attired, she 
realized that she herself wasn’t dressed in the height of 
fashion. The dress into which Cleo had put her was 
form-fitting of bodice, snug at the hips, and fell in a 
long, full skirt. The newer style was a narrow skirt and 
then an overdress. Some of the overdresses she saw being 
wom by these fashionable ladies were extravagantly 
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embroidered with floral designs and even some rather 
bizarre patterns. 

Miles Tarrant might be in a shameful business, the 
buying and selling of human beings, but he was turned 
out as elegantly as those males who were obviously 
gentlemen. He wore a long black coat, dark gray 
trousers, and a top hat of a lighter gray. Cleo wore a 
serving woman's black dress, but instead of the usual 
maid’s cap and apron she had a purple shawl draped 
about her shoulders. 

The three of them might have been going on a 
pleasure trip to New Orleans. Monique might have 
been the young wife of the gentleman, his daughter, or 
his mistress. And Cleo was certainly a most proper¬ 
looking lady’s maid. As for Monique. . . Yes, she was in 
appearance quite passable as a white lady. In her 
excitement at seeing what the world beyond La Belle 
Terre was like, she at times actually forgot that the three 
of them were making the trip downriver so that she 
could be placed on the auction block and sold to the 
highest bidder. 

But Monique eventually found that the adventure 
had palled for her. She retired to the tiny stateroom that 
had been allotted to her next to that Mr. Tarrant 
would occupy. Cleo, as her temporary maid, was to 
share it. The maid would, of course, sleep on the floor. 

“You feeling bad now, eh, Missie?” Cleo asked, 
looking at Monique sympathetically. “You needn’t. 
You’ll be bought by a fine rich gentleman and havinga 
house of your own on Rampart Street. Why, you’ll be 
living like a white lady—better than some.'And your 
new owner will come to see you nights—maybe after¬ 
noons too—so you can pleasure him. Oh, you be going 
to have a fine life. You take Cleo’s word for it.” 

Monique sat on the edge of the narrow bed, the victim 
of a deepening despondency. She wouldn’t even have 
removed her hat and gloves if the Negress hadn’t helped 
her, at the same time urging her to make herself 
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comfortable. 

Because Cleo was being so nice to her, Monique was 
tempted to confide in her. She kept silent, however. She 
was sure that the woman wouldn't understand that she 
didn't enjoy having a man make love to her. This would 
have to be her secret always, and in a way she was 
ashamed of it. Her failure to react normally to the 
sexual act made her feel less than a woman. 

" You one lucky wench,” Cleo went on. “Being born 
so fancy that some rich gentleman will pay a lot of 
money for you. Wait’ll you see what New Orleans is 
like. You’ll be glad just to be there. Me, I know. I been 
there three, four times.” 

Monique found herself wishing that they would 
never arrive at New Orleans. She went so far as to wish 
that the River Queen would suddenly sink, with only 
herself drowning . . . 

Some people liked to call New Orleans the Paris of 
the western world. From what little Monique saw of the 
city on the way by hack from the docks to Benson & 
Ward’s slave jail, where she was to be put up until 
auctioned off, she thought it must be the largest, 
busiest, most fabulous place in all the world. But she 
was not impressed. She didn’t want to be in New 
Orleans. 

If only I were back at La Belle Terre . . . 

A useless thought, she told herself. 

Benson Sc Ward’s establishment consisted of a shack¬ 
like office building and about two dozen barracks-like 
structures. The latter were of raw, weathered plank and 
could accommodate as many as five hundred Negroes. 
When the hack drew up in front of the office, Monique 
was gripped by despair. Now she would learn what it 
was really like to be a slave. Never before had she felt so 
bleak of spirits. 

She wasn't wholly accurate in her view of what was to 
come. She discovered this when entering the office with 
Mr. Tarrant and Cleo. The black woman carried 
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Monique’s one piece of luggage, a carpetbag that Flame 
had permitted her toTill with her few personal belong¬ 
ings and take away from La Belle Terre with her70nly 
one person was in the office, and Mr. Tarrant greeted 
him like a long-time friend, addressing him by his first 
name. He was Henry Benson. His gaze was on Monique 
even as he shook hands in a hearty manner with 
Tarrant. 

“Miles, your letter said you had something extra- 
special in the way of a high-yellow wench. And, by 
God, my eyes tell me you didn’t exaggerate.” He was 
appraising Monique with a connoiseur’s eyes. "You 
mean to say they really breed wenches like her upriver? ” 

"Only on rare occasions, Henry. This is the first such 
I’ve ever been fortunate enough to buy.” 

“I’ll give you eighteen hundred for her, cash on the 
barrelhead.” 

Tarrant shook his head, smiling broadly. “Not a 
chance. She cost me a lot more than that. In fact, I paid 
an arm and a leg for her. I’m not going to let her go 
through a private sale, anyway. I’m auctioning her off 
at the French Exchange, where I should get a pretty 
penny for her. I came to you to ask a favor, since you and 
I are old friends. I want a safe place for her until the day 
I can get her on the auction block. I’ll pay you for her 
room and board, of course.” 

Benson still looked at Monique as though fascinated 
by her, even though his gray hair and the lines in his 
face indicated that he was even older than Tarrant. 
‘Two thousand. Miles.” 

“That’s what she cost me, Henry." 

" Which just goes to show that even a sharp dealer 
such as yourself can be taken advantage of. I’ll give you 
a quick two-hundred-dollar profit. How’s that sound? ” 

"Not good at all.” 

"Miles, there’s one thing you’ve got to take into 
consideration. That’s this damned war. Admiral Farra- 
gut’s Union warships are likely to attack the forts 
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guarding New Orleans any day now, and it’s touch- 
and-go as to how long the Confederate troops can 
withstand a bombardment. 

"Farragut has an army of ten thousand Union 
soldiers under General Butler camped on Ship Island. 
He’s just waiting for a chance to have them move on the 
city. This means that the slave market will be faced with 
ruin the day the Yankees close the trap they’ve caughtus 
in.” 

Benson’s voice became more forceful as he was 
carried away by what he believed was the certain, 
unhappy fate of the city. 

"There’ll no longer be a slave auction at the French 
Exchange. The enemy troops simply won’t permit such 
a thing, most of them being abolitionists. Besides, the 
Southern gentlemen with money won’t be buying 
wenches once the worst happens. On the other hand, 
those thousands of Union soldiers, damned Yankees 
that they are, will form lines outside the bordellos, their 
money clutched in their hands, to pay for our fancy 
wenches. You give that some thought, old friend. A lot 
of serious thought." 

“So you know somebody who operates a bordello and 
would jump at the chance to buy such a fancy wench as 
this one?” Tarrant shook his head in protest. “That 
won’t do at all for her. She’s no ordinary fancy wench. 
She was sired by a plantation owner, a fine gentleman, 
and her mother was a bright, pretty mulatto. To look at 
her, you’d think she was an octoroon—or even a white 
woman. 

“But that's beside the point, I know. The thing to 
consider is that there’ll always be some rich gentlemen 
who’ll want a prime wench like this one. Let me tell you 
about her, Henry . . . She was raised with the planter’s 
own white daughter. She can read and write. Best of all, 
she’s no less a lady than the daughter. She’ll make the 
man who can afford her more than just a bed partner. 
He’ll enjoy her companionship, believe me.” 



Tarrant beamed at Monique. “Take another look at 
her, Henry, my friend. The French would say that she 
has soigne such as their own wives and daughters don't 
possess." 

"Soigne— elegance. She’s certainly got it. And you're 
probably right about her not belonging in a bordello.” 

Monique had followed the conversation, and she 
now felt a sense of relief on one score. She certainly 
didn’t want to be sold into a house of ill repute, to 
service man after man after man, night after night after 
night. Better to be owned by one gentleman and treated 
like a cherished mistress. 

Tarrant and Benson now haggled over her being put 
up at the slave jail. The former demanded proper 
quarters and meals for so fancy a wench. The price 
would be high, the latter argued. After all, this was not a 
plush hotel with a fine dining room. They seemed to 
enjoy going through this bargaining. Before they had 
come to terms. Monique had slid back into her trance. 
She didn't care what happened to her. She would do as 
was expected of her, as best she could. She was a slave, 
after all, wasn't she? 

Monique no longer held herself in high esteem 
because she had Amberton blood in her veins. 

Jeanette had not been on speaking terms with her 
sister Flame since the day the latter sold the quadroon 
wench who was their half-sister. Today she broke that 
silence, for the post had brought a letter from Philip. 

The first in more than a month, it was filled with 
such good news that Jeanette had to share it with Flame 
at once, even though she was still furious with her. 

Philip had written to their mother, as usual, but she 
had read the letter aloud to Jeanette the instant she 
opened it. She would have read it to her elder daughter 
too, but Flame was out seeing that the work in the fields 
was progressing properly. 

Jeanette had been about to ride over to the McLarin 
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plantation to visit Lucille, who was her own age and 
with whom she was friendly. So she was already in her 
riding outfit and had ordered Elijah to saddle Ginger, 
the mare she always rode. After telling Denise excitedly 
that she would go to tell Flame the good news, Jeanette 
hurried out the porte-cochere door and found young 
Tobey waiting there with her mount. He had it lined up 
with the mounting block so she could rise to the 
sidesaddle without difficulty. Jeanette did not ride 
astride, as her sister did. That was terribly unladylike. 

As she was about to ride off, she said, "Guess what, 
Tobey! Master Philip is coming home! He's coming 
home from the war to stay!" 

'That was only half of the good news, however. As 
Jeanette set out at a canter toward where the slaves were 
working, she thought of what else Philip had written. 

"My good friend, Lieutenant Keith Markham, is 
coming with me. Mother dear. Just as I’m ailing with a 
touch of malaria, Keith is suffering from a lame leg— 
the gift of a Yankee sniper.” 

Jeanette was as thrilled to be having Keith for a 
visitor as she was to know her brother was returning 
home. How wonderful it would be to have men at La 
Belle Terre again. Philip had always been fun, and now 
to have his friend as well . . . Philip was very fond of 
Keith Markham; he never failed to mention him in a 
letter. In one letter he had included a photograph of the 
two of them posing together, a portrait that had been 
made in a studio when they were on leave in Richmond. 
Denise cherished it. She kept it on the mantel in her 
bedroom. 

Jeanette had it in her memory now. The two young 
men had looked so handsome and dashing in their 
officers' uniforms. Keith was the more handsome, 
though. He was taller than Philip by a couple of inches, 
and much broader across the shoulders. And if there was 
anything La Belle Terre needed right now, eighteen- 
year-old Jeanette told herself, it was a fine-looking 
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young gentleman unrelated to the Ambertons. Why, he 
might be attracted to her. He might even become her 
suitor. 

She had a long ride to find her sister, for Flame was at 
the edge of some woodland that the slaves were clearing 
of timber. The land was eventually to become pasture 
for some Texas steers that Flame planned to buy and 
fatten for market. Some of the slaves were already 
constructing a split-rail fence to enclose the area of 
pastureland. 

Seeing Jeanette from a distance, Flame rode to meet 
her on the big chestnut stallion that would have been 
more suitable as a mount for a man than for a young 
woman. Flame carried her whip coiled in her right 
hand. She tried so hard to act the part of a man. . . tried 
desperately to be as their father had been, Jeanette 
thought. 

“Whatever brings you out here?” Flame asked, a 
chill in her voice. She hadn't forgotten that Jeanette had 
been angry with her ever since Monique was sold. “You 
never ride out to the fields, after all.” 

“A letter from Phil," Jeanette said, a bit breathless 
with the excitement. “He’s coming home to stay. He's 
been sick—just a little sick, he says—with malaria, and 
was given a discharge. Isn’t it wonderful?" 

“Yes, it is," Flame said, but with a secret reservation. 
She feared that their brother would want to take over the 
management of the plantation now that he was done 
with soldiering. “I can hardly wait to see him. It’s been 
so long. It seems he’s been gone for years and years. 
When will he get here? Did his letter say?” 

Jeanette shook her blonde head. "He didn't know 
when. He simply wrote that Keith and he were leaving 
camp within a day or two after he was writing the letter. 
He did say, though, that it might take quite a while 
because the war has traveling accommodations so badly 
messed up.” 

“Keith, you say? Is Keith Markham really coming 
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with Phil?" 

Jeanette nodded vigorously. *' Yes. he is. He’s suffered 
a wound that will keep him from doing any more 
soldiering. Won’t that be wonderful too, Flame? Not 
only having Phil home, but also having a young 
gentleman for a guest?” 

Flame agreed that it would be. but without much 
enthusiasm. She was still worrying that her brother 
might want to replace her as manager of La Belle Terre. 

Jeanette said, “I’m on my way to the McLarin 
Plantation. I was going tocall on Lucille anyway. Now 
I'll have this good news to give her. She’ll positively 
turn handsprings. She always was sort of sweet on Phil, 
you know." 

She rode away, taking the more direct way to the 
neighboring plantation, across the fields instead of by 
the public road. 

As Flame watched her go, the look of pleasure over 
their brother’s prospective homecoming faded from her 
face. She was glad—thankful, actually—that Phil was 
returning with nothing worse than a touch of fever. But 
he would certainly have matured while away and 
perhaps changed, as their mother hoped. Maybe he 
would want to take over the management of the 
plantation. That possibility filled Flame with dread. 

If he should, I’ll fight him . . . and, somehow, I’ll be 
stronger than he. 

She continued to worry, however. His bringing Keith 
Markham with him might tip the scales in his favor. He 
would already have their mother on his side. And 
Jeanette too. 

Flame frowned over the thought of her sister. Jeanette 
was excited about Keith’s coming. Hoping for ro¬ 
mance, certainly. Well, good luck to her. At any rate, 
she had ended their one-sided feud. Being so angry 
because Monique had been sold. Still a silly, immature 
child, Jeanette. 

But what of Monique? Was she content with her new 
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owner, whoever he might be? 

Flame wondered for the first time if she would do 
such a thing again, given the chance. The wench had 
asked for it, with her meddling in what didn’t concern 
her. But she must have found it a terrible ordeal to be 
taken away from La Belle Terre and bought by some 
man who would merely want her for carnal use. 

Yes, she decided, she would have done it again if faced 
with the same sort of situation. Just as she would have 
continued with the punishment of Samson for raping 
Lulu if Monique hadn't let him escape. 

She thought of the buck for a moment, wondering 
where he was and how he managed to stay alive. He was 
probably hiding in Malheur Swamp along with the 
other runaways, for Sheriff Hobbs had failed to send 
word that he’d been apprehended. 

Maybe Samson’s lot was not quite so bad as Mo¬ 
nique’s, for the wench might have an owner who would 
treat her cruelly, or she might even be an inmate of a 
bordello. Which would serve her right, for her being 
partly of Amber ton blood. 

Flame was slow to get over bearing a grudge. 
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Chapter Nine 


JVXiles Tarrant had paid for newspaper space to 
announce that a young female slave of rare beauty and 
unusual talents was to be auctioned off on a certain 
date. The turnout on that date, at the French Exchange, 
was extremely large. Since the demand for field hands 
and house servants was negligible at present, due to the 
future of New Orleans and even of all Louisiana being 
uncertain as the fortunes of war worsened, Tarrant and 
his fellow slave dealers agreed that the majority of the 
people gathered at the Exchange had come merely to 
look upon this wench. 

"But for this damned war,” said Henry Benson, “a 
lot of these people would be here to bid on all sorts of 
niggers. Now they’ve left their money at home, you can 
bet.” 

Tarrant had to admit to the truth of this. He had 
learned of the military situation since arriving in the 
city. While Farragut was preparing to destroy the forts 
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guarding New Orleans and was holding an army ready 
to invade the city, other Federal forces, those of Generals 
Grant, Pope, and Foote, were moving down from the 
North with the same objective as their goal. New 
Orleans was about to be caught in a three-pronged 
pincers movement, and it had far too few Confederate 
troops to withstand the onslaught. But Tarrant did not 
believe the bidding would be anything but lively when 
Monique was placed on the auction block—or the ven¬ 
due table, as it was popularly called. 

On the day Monique was to be shown, she was driven 
to the St. Louis Hotel, in which the French Exchange 
was located, with two other female slaves. These two 
were the property of Benson & Ward, and Henry Benson 
had decided they were fancy enough to attract some 
bidding. They in no way matched Monique in color, 
beauty, bearing, intelligence, or spirit. 

Monique was in the grip of despair. Her companions, 
on the other hand, looked forward quite cheerfully to 
becoming the filles de joie of rich men. They foresaw 
themselves as having little houses of their own and their 
lives being almost as pleasant as those of slaves who had 
been freed. 

“Why you so glum, wench?” one of them asked 
Monique. 

She received no reply except an unhappy look. 

Since they were Negroes, they were driven to the rear 
of the huge hotel instead of being permitted to enter by 
the main doorway. They were held in a small side room 
of the immense chamber where the auction was already 
underway. Some field hands were being shown on the 
vendue table, and bids were being called for by a rather 
desperate-sounding encanteur. He was a dapper, darkly 
handsome Creole who spoke in a mixture of English 
and French. As he was having difficulty obtaining bids 
for the male slaves, his voice pleaded, coaxed, cajoled, 
even threatened. Few members of the gathering at this 
uncertain point in time showed any interest in invest- 
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ing in such workers. 

The audience was becoming bored, and occasionally 
one man or another would call out, "Bring on the 
wenches, for God’s sake! Come on, Jean-Paul, quit 
stalling. Les filles, por Vamour de Dieu!" 

The auctioneer tried to sell a few more male slaves, 
but the bidding was so low that he accepted the fact that 
he was up against an impossible situation. The damna¬ 
ble war was killing off the market for slaves. Everybody 
in the city, including himself, the best of the encanteurs, 
would be ruined. 

He announced to the gathering, “I give in to your 
demands, good people. I shall now present for your 
appraisal—and bidding, one hopes—the first of three of 
the loveliest wenches ever, to grace this vendue table. 
First we have the jille named Babette. Seventeen years 
old and already trained as a housemaid and as a cook. 
She would fit so snugly into some gentleman’s home 
away from home that he would never miss the latter. 
And now—Babette! ” 

A Negro wearing the uniform of the hotel’s porters 
took the younger of Monique’s companions from the 
anteroom. She showed no sign of shyness. She actually 
looked out over the gathering, a few members of which 
were women, in a brazen manner. She was a small girl 
with light brown skin, pretty in a decidedly negroid 
way. When she smiled, on Jean-Paul’s orders, she did so 
broadly and her whole countenance lit up with the 
lively spirit she seemed to possess. 

"I’m told, my friends, that Benson and Ward paid a 
high price for Babette, and I’ve been instructed that the 
bidding for her is to start at twelve hundred dollars. Do I 
hear thirteen . . . thirteen . . . twelve-fifty? Will some 
gentleman offer twelve hundred twenty-five so that my 
reputation as an encanteur is not ruined?” 

A raucous voice called out in crude humor, “You’re 
asking us to buy a pig in a poke, Jean-Paul. Let us see 
what she’s hiding under that dress. Maybe she’s got 
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some sort of plague! ” 

Jean-Paul looked pained. This was not the usual sort 
auction, not the customary dignified affair. Too 

'any people were conducting themselves in a manner 
. befitting the rarified atmosphere of the French 
Exchange. But he nodded to Babette. 

“Shuck down for the ladies and gentlemen, ma 
chirrie." 

Babette wore only a shift-like calico dress. She 
removed it with no show of embarrassment, letting it 
trail from her right hand as she slowly pirouetted for the 
two hundred and more people staring at her. Her young 
body was finely formed. Small breasts, narrow waist, 
slightly flaring hips, trim buttocks. Babette was a fancy 
wench, and she knew it. 

A voice called, "Twelve hundred twenty-five.” 

Another shouted, "Thirteen hundred!” 

A spirited flurry of bidding followed, but it ended at 
seventeen hundred dollars despite the encanteur’s 
pleading for an offer of eighteen hundred. Babette 
became the property of a young gentleman who 
grinned with pleasure over having acquired her. She 
too was smiling. 

"Ah, Doctor Duval knows a bargain when he sees 
one,” Jean-Paul said. “May the wench prove to be 
everything you expect, my friend.” 

Despite his enthusiasm, he seemed disappointed that 
the girl had not gone for a higher price. 

The second of Monique’s companions, Sophie, was 
escorted to the vendue table. She was high yellow in 
color, somewhat older than Babette, and more robust of 
build. She too was forced to disrobe, merely a matter of 
removing the dress that was her only item of apparel, 
and there were exclamations of delight from many male 
members of the crowd. They liked her full breasts, 
broad hips, and fleshy thighs. She was embarrassed by 
having to appear nude, and she hung her head. She 
never looked at those who offered bids for her. But she 
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looked cheerful again after she had been sold for 
eighteen hundred and fifty dollars and was permitted to 
cover her nakedness. She was knocked down to a 
woman whom Jean-Paul addressed as Madame Ga- 
brielle. This lady was of middle age, matronly of figure, 
over-dressed in the most gaudy manner, and had ob¬ 
viously hennaed hair. She was the proprietress of a 
bordello in the French Quarter. 

Now it was Monique’s turn. She had been held for 
last as the piece de resistance. Her arrival on the vendue 
table created a little disturbance among the spectators. 
It was as though they were awed by the beauty of her in 
the semi-stylish attire Mr. Tarrant had provided for her. 

Jean-Paul went into an enthusiastic spiel, needlessly 
extolling the loveliness and virtues of this bit of 
merchandise. The rowdy element shouted demands 
that she be forced to disrobe so all could see if she had 
any blemishes. These demands went unheeded, for the 
bidding began at once at Jean-Paul’s prompting. 

“The owner of this lovely creature, Monique, has 
advised me that the bidding must begin at twenty-five 
hundred dollars.” 

" You’ve got it I ” called out a strident voice—Madame 
Gabrielle. “You may as well knock the wench down to 
me at that figure. You won’t get more, mon ami." 

A man called out, in a subdued manner, “Twenty- 
seven hundred.” 

“Twenty-eight!” shouted Madame Gabrielle. 

“Three thousand!” 

“Thirty-two hundred!” 

At this third bid from the brothel keeper, Jean-Paul 
said, “Do I hear thirty-five hundred? That would be 
truly a bargain for such a beauty. Would that I could 
afford her for myself. Thirty-four . . . ?” 

The bidding continued, with a half a dozen men and 
the woman of the bordello taking part in it. When it 
reached thirty-eight hundred dollars, all but one of 
those men dropped out. The one who held on, bidding 
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against Madame Cabrielle, finally offered four thou¬ 
sand dollars. This caused a stir of excitement, for it was 
an unheard-of sum for even so lovely a wench. 

“Forty-two hundred,” said Madame Gabrielle. 

Obviously she looked upon Monique as an invest¬ 
ment that would pay large returns. She looked around 
challengingly at the man against whom she was 
bidding, as though quite certain he would offer no 
more for a fille de joie. After all, a brothel girl of such 
beauty would bring in a great deal of money. But what 
was she worth as a mistress? So Madame Gabrielle’s 
look seemed to say. 

The interested gentleman evidently believed she 
could give him pleasure so great that no monetary value 
could be placed upon it. 

He said, with a rather benign smile on his round, 
pleasant, middle-aged face, "I'll end this now. I bid five 
thousand dollars for the girl.” 

Turmoil swept through the Exchange. Never before 
had a slave, even the fanciest female slave, brought such 
a bid. 

Jean-Paul looked questioningly at Madame Ga¬ 
brielle, hoping she would go even higher. “Do I hear 
fifty-two hundred?” 

She shook her head, a sour expression on her heavily 
rouged face. "No nigger wench, even if she is almost 
white, is worth that much. Believe me. I know.” 

Jean-Paul sold Monique to the highest bidder, whom 
he addressed as Mr. Horace Driggs. 

So Monique narrowly escaped becoming an inmate 
of a bordello. She promised herself that for this she 
would be eternally pateful to Mr. Driggs. With him, 
she left the St. Louis Hotel by its main entrance. She 
was helped into his carriage, which had a pair of 
matched gray horses in harness and a black man in 
livery for its driver. 

Horace Driggs fell far short of cutting a fine figure of 
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a man. He was not quite as tali as Monique except when 
he had his gray top hat on his head, and he was inclined 
toward obesity. But he was immaculately attired, and 
his gray hair, beard, and mustache were well groomed. 
He was obviously not of the plantation aristocracy, but 
he did seem of genteel breeding. 

"Where to, master? ” the driver asked. "To the house 
on Rampart Street?” 

“Yes, of course, Noah.” Mr. Driggs was in good 
spirits and inclined toward levity. " Where else would I 
take such a prize as this wench beside me? ” 

“She sure is a beauty, sir. Looks like a real lady too. A 
body could say she's as much that as some white 
gentlemen’s wives and daughters.” 

“With that I agree. Well, get a move on.” 

“You be in a hurry, eh. Master Driggs?” 

Judging by that remark from the driver, Flame felt 
sure that Horace Driggs permitted his slaves a great deal 
of leeway. She hoped he would be as tolerant of her. Her 
spirits were far from as high as his, but she no longer felt 
filled with despair. She did have a worry, however. And 
for good reason. Since she found no enjoyment in the 
sexual act, she might have difficulty satisfying him. 
And if he weren’t pleased with her . . . Well, he could 
sell her to that awful Madame Gabrielle. Monique 
shuddered at the thought of being confined to a house 
in which she would have to submit to the animal 
lusting of all sorts of men. 

“We’ll get along fine, Monique,” Mr. Driggs said. 
"There is just one rule that you mustn’t ever break. 
You’re not to have any lovers other than myself. Do you 
understand? ” 

“ Yes, sir. I do understand. And you needn’t worry 
that I’ll have anything to do with other men.” 

“How many men have you had so far?” 

‘Two, sir. The first one raped me. I was only thirteen. 
He was the gardener at the plantation, and he grabbed 
me when I didn’t know he was around. Then not long 
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ago I gave myself to the butler in the big house—just 
once. I'm telling you the truth. Master Driggs, so you'll 
know I’m to be trusted.” 

“Why did you have this butler no more than once— 
why not have him often?" 

"Because I didn’t enjoy it with him.” 

“A black man?" 

“Yes.” 

"Well, my dear, it’ll be different with me. You were 
meant for a white man. I’ll make you enjoy pleasuring, 
believe me.” 

“I hope you can, sir,” Monique said. “Because it 
bothers me that I don’t feel like other wenches when 
they’re bedded.” 

Mr. Driggs chuckled. “In a few days you’ll be begging 
me to pleasure you instead of me begging you.” 

Monique said. “Yes sir,” and told herself it would be 
all right. He would be good to her, for he was a kindly 
person. In return she would cater to his every wish, even 
if she found no pleasure in doing so. Maybe she would 
find contentment in this exciting city. Ifshedid, the day 
might come when she wouldn’t hate Flame so intensely 
for having sold her away from La Belle Terre. 

The house was small and stood in a row with its 
neighbors, one against the other. But it was to be hers, 
for Mr. Driggs said that he would be stopping by only 
three or four times a week. He would give her money so 
she wouldn’t want for anything within reason. The 
house itself was free and clear—in his name, of course. 
She could come and go as she pleased to do her 
marketing and whatever other shopping was necessary. 
He would give her a signed document to carry with her. 
It would prove that she was his property if she were ever 
stopped and questioned by the authorities. If she would 
like to have a maid . . . 

When he made this suggestion, Monique shook her 
head. “I’d rather be alone, Mr. Driggs. Except when 
you’re here, of course.” 
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As they entered the house, she saw that the small, 
cheaply furnished parlor was covered with dust and 
generally untidy. She looked into the kitchen, which 
also served as a dining area, and it was definitely messy. 
She decided that a thorough housecleaning was neces¬ 
sary. 

“I’ll have everything spic and span by the time you 
come again, sir.” 

"Would you like to do something for me now, my 
dear?” 

"Oh, yes.” She forced herself to sound enthusiastic. 
"Anything. Anything at all.” 

"I could do with a drink. You’ll find a stock of 
bourbon, which is what I prefer, in the kitchen cup¬ 
board. As for yourself, there is some good white wine— 

imported from France—that you might enjoy. So join 
„ _ *» 
me. 

"Let me take your hat first,” she said. “And your coat 
too, if you’ll be more comfortable without it.” 

A wardrobe stood to one side of the front door, and 
she put his hat and coat in it. As she went to the kitchen, 
he was already seated in an armchair and removing his 
shoes. She took the time to remove her own hat and also 
her gloves while back there, then looked for the liquor. 
When she returned to him with a glass half-filled with 
bourbon, he accepted it with a murmured "thank you” 
but looked at her frowningly. 

"Come now,” he told her, "you mustn’t let me drink 
alone.” 

"I’m not accustomed to drinking, sir.” 

"The wine will do you good. Fetch some for your¬ 
self.” 

She returned to the kitchen and selected a stemmed 
glass for the wine. She knew from her childhood, when 
she was Flame’s playmate, that wine was served in that 
type of glass. She seated herself on the divan when 
returning to the parlor. Taking a small sip of the wine, 
she found it not unpleasant to the taste. She drank a bit 
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more. 

Driggs watched her intently while working on his 
drink. Finally he said, "You were worth thehigh price, 
you know. I’d wager that I now own the loveliest filled* 
foie in New Orleans—in all of Louisiana, for that 
matter.” 

"I'm glad you’re pleased with me, sir.” 

“It was my good fortune that I could afford you.” 

"You must be very rich. Master Driggs.” 

"Oh, I’m making a bit of money because of the war. 
You see, my dear. I'm a ship owner and I’ve put my 
ships to running the Union blockade. So far. I’ve lost 
but one out of my fleet of seven.” 

"But where do your ships go once they’re through the 
blockade?" 

"To Nassau. That’s in the Bahamas Islands, which 
are owned by the British and aren’t any great voyage 
from New Orleans. The way it works ...” 

Monique continued to drink her wine in small sips as 
he told her how his ships put out to sea in the dark of 
night and slipped past the warships on station close by 
in the Gulf of Mexico. They carried cargoes of baled 
cotton that were sold to the British traders at Nassau. 
They took on salt, guns, ammunition, and other items 
so scarce in the Southland which was, unfortunately, 
not nearly so industrialized as the enemy North. Other 
ship owners were also playing this dangerous game, for 
it was extremely profitable to transport contraband 
goods. 

"So there is still amarket for cotton?" Monique asked, 
thinking of how Flame had given up growing that crop 
at La Belle Terre. 

“A small market at the moment,” Driggs replied, 
"but it will be a huge one once the Federal troops take 
Louisiana. Then the mills in the North will be crying 
for cotton in great amounts.” 

"But will the Union soldiers allow such trade?” 

"It’ll go on behind their backs. Smuggling will 
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become big business. Everything we in the South need 
will find its way here. And what the people up north 
need—sugar and tobacco as well as cotton—will be 
moving in that direction. It's a sorry sort of merchant 
who can’t make money—lots of money—these days.” 

Monique had the thought that he wasn’t being very 
patriotic, but then she told herself that she mustn’t 
expect him to be a paragon of all the virtues. It was 
enough that he promised to be a kind master. 

She had another thought, and it concerned Flame’s 
having guessed wrong in giving up the growing of 
cotton. But she decided not to feel sorry for her half- 
sister for having made such a mistake. She wouldn’t 
ever forgive Flame Amberton. 

Driggs finished his drink and said, "Would you get 
me another, like a good girl?” 

"Of course,” Monique said, rising. 

While in the kitchen, she added a little more wine to 
her own glass after pouring more bourbon into his. 
Returning to the parlor, she found that Driggs had 
untied his cravat and unbuttoned the top of his shirt. 
He was slumped deeper in his chair, looking extremely 
comfortable, as though he were settled for a lengthy 
visit. 

"There’s something else I’d like you todo, Monique,” 
he said, accepting his fresh drink. 

. "What is that, Master Driggs?” 

"Look, my dear, why don’t you call me by my first 
name? Since we’re to be such close friends, I don’t like 
your calling me ‘Master Driggs’ or ‘sir.’ At least not 
when we’re alone.” 

"All right, Horace,” she said. "What is the some¬ 
thing else you’d like me to do for you?” 

"Well, it’s this . . . When you didn’t have to undress 
at the auction, as those other wenches had to, I was 
pleased. I wouldn’t have liked that mob staring at what 
I knew was going to belong to me. But I’d like you to 
shuck down now, my dear. All the way down ... So I 
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can admire you to my heart’s content. Will you?” 

Monique felt suddenly chilled from within, but she 
said, "I’d be glad to, Horace." 

She took a long swallow of wine, then set the glass on 
a table. Thanks to the wine, she was able to disrobe for 
him without it embarrassing her greatly. She felt light¬ 
headed, and her vision was somewhat blurred. She felt 
strangely uncaring. Slowly, to titillate him to the 
utmost, she began removing her clothing until she 
stood nude before him. She was his to do with as he 
pleased, and due to the wine she’d drunk she was quite 
willing to be as wanton as he required. 



Chapter Ten 


Again it was Jeanette who brought the news, calling 
out long before she was close to Flame in the fields. 

“Phil is home!” She was beside herself with excite¬ 
ment. “And Keith Markham is with him! ” 

She hadn’t bothered to change into riding clothes. 
She’d mounted her mare in the frock she’d been wearing 
when the two young men arrived. Her blonde hair was 
in disarray from her fast ride. But the more vivacious 
she was the prettier she appeared. 

Flame took the news with mixed feelings. She was 
thankful that their brother was home and would no 
longer have to risk his life fighting the Yankees. At the 
same time, she was gripped by her fear that he might 
indeed be so changed that he would—well—want to be 
another John Amberton. That would be the end of her 
managing La Belle Terre, leaving her to be just another 
idle and useless Southern plantation woman like 
Jeanette and their mother. Such were her feelings and 
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her thoughts, but she forced herself to smile with 
seeming happiness. 

“I'm so glad. How is he? Certainly not so very ill, 
since he was able to make the long journey home?” 

Jeanette turned serious. "He isn’t feeling at all well. 
He said what he wanted most of all in the world was just 
to crawl into hisown bed until he gets his strength back. 
He does look very sick. He’s so thin and pale. Mother 
sent Tobey to the Landing to fetch Dr. Lawson. But 
Keith is able to get around with the help of a cane.” 

Flame thought, Keith . . . always Keith. This silly 
little sister of hers had stars in her eyes. She wanted 
romance to enter her life in the worst way. One look at 
this stranger and she was ready to fall in love. 

“Aren’t you coming in to see them?” 

“Yes, of course. I'll be along in a few minutes. I must 
give Matt Hagarthy some orders first. You go back, 
Jeanette.” She managed another smile. "I know you’re 
dying to." Then, as her sister turned her horse to ride 
away, she asked, “Is Keith Markham all that wonder¬ 
ful?” 

“He’s a dream come true, believe me." 

Jeanette rode off, laughing gaily. 

Flame held Centaur there for a long moment, frown¬ 
ing in troubled thought. Some sixth sense warned her 
that it would be Keith with whom she had difficulty. 
Once Philip was recovered, his friend would certainly 
urge him to take over the management of the planta¬ 
tion. Flame knew what his argument would be. 

“It’s not a job for a woman, Phil,” Keith would say. 
“You've got to take over now. You’re the only male 
Amberton left, you know.” 

Finally she started back toward the buildings, trying 
to convince herself that because the two young men 
were such close friends they were probably cut from the 
same bolt of cloth. Keith might care no more about 
doing a day’s work than Philip did. 

You hope, she mocked herself. 
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She died to recall what Philip had written about his 
friend in his infrequent letters. Keith was from a 
plantation, Markham Manor, in a part of Virginia now 
under control of the Union forces. That perhaps 
explained his coming all the way to Louisiana instead 
of returning home, as a disabled soldier was permitted 
to do—as Philip had done. She took hope from the 
knowledge that there was a Markham plantation. Keith 
would be needed there once the war ended. The 
property would have to be put back into full production 
again. What was it they grew in Virginia? Tobacco, she 
recalled, and apples. Probably all sorts of farm produce. 
Yes, Keith would want to return to where his roots were. 
La Belle Terre meant nothing to him other than a 
temporary haven away from the area where most of the 
fighting was taking place. So she told herself, feeling 
the better for it. 

She dismounted at the stable and turned Centaur over 
to Tobey, leaving her whip with him as well. As she 
walked toward the manor house, a man came from the 
porte-cochere as though to meet her. He wore the gray 
uniform of the Confederate Army, lacking only a hat. 
He walked with the aid of a cane, leaning heavily upon 
it as he favored his left leg. 

Keith Markham, of course. And he’d come outside to 
meet her. Nice of him, Flame thought a bit sourly. But 
he was, after all, a Southern gentleman, accustomed to 
making gallant gestures. They were a special breed, the 
men of her class. They exhibited the greatest courtesy in 
showing their respect and admiration for members of 
the opposite sex. 

“And you’d be Flame.” He smiled broadly, and with 
a world of charm. ‘Tve heard so much about you that I 
couldn’t wait until we got around to meeting formally. 
I’m Phil's friend, Keith Markham, Flame.” 

She returned the smile, and this time it was a sincere 
smile. 

"That was so nice of you, Lieutenant Markham. But 
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you shouldn’t have gone to the bother, when it must 
cause you pain to walk at all.” 

"A little pain, of course. Else I wouldn’t be leaning 
on this thing. But my wound is healing. A month from 
now I’ll be feeling guilty about not being with my 
regiment.” 

He said this with a smile that was almost a grin. It 
seemed to say he wouldn’t feel guilty at all, because he 
had done his share of fighting. Then he turned serious 
and gazed at her in a most intimate way. 

• "Phil really did talk a great deal about you to me,” he 
said. "About how you’d taken over running the planta¬ 
tion after your father died at Shiloh. The strange thing 
is, he never once told me that you’re a real beauty.” 

"I can hardly be that, sir. I’ve been out in the sun and 
riding about the fields all day. I probably look a mess.” 

“A delectable mess. I’d say.” 

Flame laughed. She was surprised that he could put 
her iq such a good humor so quickly. " Well, however I 
appear now, I will make an approvement on myself by 
dinner time. By the way, has Mother seen to it that Phil 
and you were fed some good home cooking?” 

"She had us served most bounteously. With the fine 
array of food was some port wine that did wonders for 
me.” His face clouded. "Phil couldn’t eat much, 
though. The poor chap is all in. The malaria to begin 
with, and then the long trip. He’s off to bed now, the 
butler having taken care of him. Oh, yes, he demanded a 
bath before turning in.” Keith laughed, his good 
humor returning. "I’m also planning to bathe shortly. 
It’s been so long since I’ve had such a civilized luxury. 
It’s not you but myself who looks a mess. I tell you this. 
Flame, so you won’t think me a hobo.” Another smile, 
this one rueful. " You have only to look at me to know 
that the fortunes of war are not in our favor.” 

Aside from his cane, which told of his wound. Flame 
could indeed see that he spoke the truth. His gray 
uniform was the worse for wear; it was patched in 
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several places, and the crude sewing appeared to be the 
work of an amateur. He’d probably wielded the needle 
and thread himself. His brown hair was so long it had a 
shaggy look. She noticed too that he could have done 
with a shave. His boots were in fairly decent condition, 
however. He noticed her glance taking them in by the 
same appraising way she had his uniform. He smiled 
again, bleakly now. 

“I took them off a dead soldier, for my own were 
completely worn out,” he said. "But don’t be horrified. 
He was a Yankee, that dead soldier." 

"War is a terrible thing, Lieutenant.” 

"Try not to think about it. And, by the way, I wish 
you would use my given name. It’s Keith, if you've 
forgotten.” 

"I hadn't forgotten, Keith. It’s just. . . well. . . we’ve 
just met.” 

"That’s no excuse for formality, my dear,” he said. 

She thought it strange that he should say “my dear," 
as though he were speaking to a girl much younger 
than himself. Then she realized with surprise that he 
was not as young as she had taken him to be. Because he 
was her brother’s friend, she had taken it for granted 
that Philip and he were about the same age—and Philip 
had just turned twenty-one. Now she realized that Keith 
Markham was closer to thirty than twenty. 

Just the right age, she reflected. 

Then she wondered what that thought meant. The 
right age for what? For a husband for herself? Ridicu¬ 
lous! She had only just met the man. She knew only the 
surface Keith Markham. She had yet to learn what 
manner of man he really was. He was looking at her in 
as appraising a way as she was him. An amused look 
came to his ruggedly handsome face. 

"You know, I promised myself a number of times 
during the fighting that I would reward myself if I 
survived. I always promised myself the same thing. 
Want to know what?” 
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"I think you’re going to tell me even if I say ‘no.’ ” 

He laughed, then said, instantly serious again, "I 
promised myself that once I'd done my bit I would find 
the prettiest girl in all the South and kiss her.” 

"Really? Well, I hope you find her.” 

"Oh, but I have ... I really have found her.” 

"If you mean me, that's silly. Since you’ve already 
met my sister, you know she’s much prettier than I.” 

"My promise had to do with a grown-up girl. 
Jeanette is still only a child.” 

"She’ll hate you for saying that.” 

“I suppose she will,” Keith said. "She does conduct 
herself in a most ladylike manner, and I imagine fire 
exists beneath that cool exterior. Still, she’s not the sort 
of girl I had in mind when making my promise. You 
are.” 

Flame felt overcome by a sudden shyness. She had no 
experience with men. She had never let a young man get 
close to her. 

"Are you refusing a poor, wounded ex-soldier his just 
reward? ” 

"I don’t suppose I could be that cruel, could I?” 

Her shyness remained, but now she felt the quickened 
beating of her heart. Aside from his being in a shabby 
uniform and unkempt of person, which he could not 
help, he was an extremely handsome man. She 
wouldn’t mind being kissed by him. She wouldn’t mind 
at all. 

"No, you can’t be that cruel,” he said, and moved 
closer to her. She turned her face so that it was her cheek 
he kissed. "Oh, come now,” he chided her. " You’re not 
doing your duty to an old soldier. It was a real kiss I had 
in mind.” 

"Well ...” 

Almost before she guessed his intention, he slipped 
his right arm about her shoulders to make her his 
captive. His lips found hers, and his kiss was a lingering 
one. It went on and on until she felt an unfamiliar 
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turmoil touched off within her. She became alarmed by 
this emotional upheaval, knowing what it was. Desire 
was being ignited in her. It went beyond that, actually. 
She was caught up in the throes of passion. She began to 
kiss him back. 

Since this was a new experience, she became panicky. 
She put her hands to his chest and pushed him from her. 
She pushed him more vigorously that she realized, and 
he was thrown off balance. He saved himself from a fall 
only by an expert maneuvering of his cane. He looked 
contrite. 

I m sorry, Flame—truly sorry. That was unspeak¬ 
able of me, taking such advantage. But I must justify my 
actions by saying that I was carried away by your 
beauty.” 

He appeared so distraught that she decided to make 
light of the matter. She smiled at him warmly. “It was 
partly my fault. I also got carried away.” 

"Then you’re not angry?" 

Angry? How could she be angry with a man for 
arousing her as a woman? 

"Only with myself for acting like—well—a hussy.” 
“But such an adorable hussy.” His smile had re¬ 
turned and a gleam in his blue eyes suggested that he 
was delighted with what had taken place between them. 
“You’re the loveliest girl I’ve ever met, Flame.” 

"You must understand that I’m not like that with 
just any man. In fact, I’ve never been so brazen with 
another.” 

“I believe you,” he said. “And I’m glad that you 
haven’t." 

At that moment Jeanette came from the house, 
saying, "Hey, what goes on with you two?” She came 
from under the porte-cochere in her vivacious manner 
that made her seem to move with a bouncing step. “If 
my eyes didn’t deceive me, I’d say that you two were 
hugging and kissing like lovers.” 

Turning to her, Keith said, "We were simply becom- 
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ing acquainted. After all, your lovely mother offered her 
cheek for me to kiss when Phil and I arrived. So if I may 
kiss the mother, I should be allowed to kiss the 
daughter.” 

"This is one daughter you didn't kiss.” 

"If I remember correctly, I kissed your hand when 
Phil introduced you to me.” 

"My hand,” Jeanette said scornfully. “When Father 
was alive and his friends came to see him, they always 
kissed my hand and said what a nice little lady I was 
becoming.” She moved to Keith. “Are you going to kiss 
me as you did Flame, or do you want me for your enemy 
forever?” 

Keith glanced at Flame with amusement. “It would 
take the wisdom of a Solomon to extricate myself from 
this situation without offending one young lady or the 
other.” 

Flame had recovered from the upset she’d experi¬ 
enced when he kissed her. She was wondering about 
the haste with which he had tried to impress her with 
his admiration for her. Quite suddenly she distrusted 
Keith Markham. She believed that he must be a ladies’ 
man. A regular Casanova. If he had had much experi¬ 
ence with members of her sex, he was certainly too 
much for her to cope with in an affair of the heart. But 
she made up his mind for him in regard to her sister, in 
the way that Solomon might have done. 

“You mustn’toffend Jeanette,” she said. "She’ll hold 
a grudge against you forever. So get acquainted with 
her as you did with me.” 

Jeanette turned haughty. “I’m not sure that I care to 
be kissed by just any man who happens along.” 

Blonde head held high, she turned as though to go 
back into the house. Keith was just in time to catch hold 
of her arm. 

"You asked for it, little Miss Smarty,” he said. 

He held her against him with his right arm, as he had 
done Flame, and gave her a kiss on the mouth that was 
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of equal duration to that he had bestowed upon her 
sister. There was a difference this time, Flame noticed. 
Jeanette, the silly little romantic, didn't pull away from 
him. even though she too must have been thrown into 
an emotional turmoil. She laughed when Keith finally 
released her. 

"Not bad," she said. "But I’m sure there must be 
another man who would be able to make me respond 
with more enthusiasm." 

With that she flounced off into the house, as though 
crushed by disappointment. She was playing a game, of 
course, Flame knew. 

Flame walked inside with Keith, then left him to go 
upstairs to see her brother. She knocked lightly on the 
door to Philip’s room, not wanting to wake him if he 
were already asleep, but she heard him ask who was 
there. 

“It’s Flame, Phil. I’ve just come to say ‘welcome 
home.’ ” 

“Come in and say it." 

Entering the room, she found him in bed and looking 
but a shade of his normal robust self. She had to force a 
smile, for it hurt her to see him looking so ill. His 
handsome face was so thin it seemed bony. His hair, 
which was as blonde as Jeanette’s, was overly long and 
so appeared shaggy. But it had been washed when he 
bathed, and he was also clean-shaven. She bent over 
him to kiss him, but he turned his face away. 

"Not so close. Sis. What I’ve got may be catching.” 

She kissed him on the forehead nevertheless. 

"It’s so good to have you home, Phil,” she said, and 
realized she meant it. At the moment she gave no 
thought to the management of La Belle Terre. “We’ll 
get you well again, you’ll see.” 

“The army surgeon said a person never wholly 
recovers from malaria. But, damn it, I’m not sure that’s 
what I’ve got. I haven’t any fever today. At least I don’t 
feel as though I’m burning up.” 
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She laid a hand lightly against his cheek. He did feel a 
little warm, a bit feverish. But she shook her head. 

"No, you’re not burning up, Phil. Let’s hope that 
with plenty of rest and decent food you’ll be yourself 
within a few days or a week at most.” 

"Right now I’m awfully sleepy.” 

Laughing, she said, "I can take a hint. See you later.” 

As she turned to leave, he spoke her name. 

"Yes, Phil?” 

"I hope I get well enough to help you run things 
here,” Philip said. “ You shouldn’t be doing it all. After 
all, for a woman to run a plantation ...” 

“Don’t worry about that,” she told him. “I thrive on 
being manager of La Belle Terre. I really do.” 

So maybe he was changed, she thought on the way to 
her own room. Maybe he would, if he recovered his 
health, want to replace her as the manager of the 
plantation. But on the other hand he might merely have 
said what was expected of the only surviving male of the 
family. She tried to believe that this was so. 

When in her room, wondering why she had come 
there instead of returning to the fields, she found herself 
thinking more about Keith Markham than about her 
brother. She wondered if he were the man—the special 
man—for whom she had been waiting. He might well 
be, but she mustn’t rush into a romance with him. He 
seemed every inch a gentleman of the sort with whom 
she wanted to share her life. But he wasn’t necessarily 
her knight in shining armor. She might find there were 
chinks in that armor once she got to know him well. 

Flame nevertheless took special efforts with her 
toilette that evening. She wanted to look her most 
feminine, her most attractive, when she went down to 
dinner. She had one of the maids, Rachel, bring in the 
portable tub and warm water. After she’d bathed and 
was partly dressed, she had the slave do her red-brown 
hair in a becoming coiffure. Her mother knocked on her 
door while she was debating with herself about which 
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dress to wear. 

Entering the room, Denise looked more cheerful than 
usual. "Phil is feeling well enough to come down and 
have dinner with us. Isn't that wonderful?” 

"It is, if he is really feeling well enough," Flame said. 
“It could be that he’s pushing himself to please us. Has 
Dr. Lawson come yet?" 

"No, he hasn’t, but I’m sure he’ll arrive soon.” 

"I’ll feel relieved once he’s seen Phil.” 

"As I will,” Denise said. "But there’s nothing to be 
done to cure malaria. I’ve always heard. I suspect that 
Dr. Lawson will simply prescribe rest and leave some 
calomel pills for him to take. If the poor boy is to be 
cured, it will be his being home and the care we give 
him that will do it." Always a bit flighty, Denise 
changed the subject abruptly. "Wear a green dress, 
dear. With your coloring, you always look your best in 
green.” She shifted to another thought. “Keith Mark¬ 
ham is a very nice young man, don't you think? ” 

"I’ve only just met him. Mother, so I’m reserving 
judgment.” 

"He’s so handsome—and every inch a gendeman.” 

"I'll grant you he’ll make a good impression once 
he’s better groomed and dressed,” Flame said. "I’ll also 
admit that it’s highly unlikely that Phil would have 
become such good friends with a young man who 
would be other than acceptable by his mother and 
sisters.” 

“Jeanette has a crush on him already," Denise said. 
"Well, I must go now, dear. I want to give some 
instructions to Mathilda. Dinner must be absolutely 
perfect tonight. In honor of Phil and Keith, you 
understand.” 

Since dinner wouldn’t be served for another hour, 
Flame made a choice of a dress and then laid it upon her 
bed instead of getting into it. She reclined on the chaise 
longue to relax, something she rarely did. Her mind 
was busy with thoughts of what Philip’s being home 
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might mean for her eventually. Then suddenly she not 
only relaxed but fell asleep. A knocking on her door 
wakened her a half-hour later. Thinking it was her 
mother again, she rose and went to open the door 
wearing only her bodice and petticoat. It was not Denise 
but Pierre. 

“The mistress said I was to tell you to come down to 
the drawing room, Missie Flame,” the butler said. 
“Master Philip is already there with her.” 

"I'll be right down. But, Pierre ...” 

"Yes, Missie Flame?” 

"Is my brother well enough to be up and about, in 
your opinion?” 

She thought that PierTe would have a better knowl¬ 
edge of Philip’s condition than her mother had. Denise 
was something of a scatterbrain, as were many women 
of her position. The butler, on the other hand, was—for 
a Negro—a serious and seemingly intelligent person. 

“In my opinion, Missie, Master Philip will be fine 
after he’s been home for a while." 

As Pierre spoke, his gaze touched on Flame’s bare 
arms and shoulders, as well as the naked swell of her 
breasts above her sleeveless, low-cut bodice. 

“He just wasn’t cutout to be a soldier, Missie Flame,” 
Pierre went on. "His getting sick may be a blessing in 
disguise, getting him out of the army as it did.” 

He still gazed at her exposed smooth, white flesh, as 
though unable to stop feasting his eyes upon it. She 
could read his thoughts, and liked them not at all. 

Embarrassed and annoyed, she shut the door in his 
bee. The nerve of him! A house servant he might be, but 
he was a nigger slave nonetheless. He had no right to 
look at a white woman with lewd thoughts in his mind. 
Even as Flame told herself this, she was reminded of 
something her friend, Amy Jo Creighton, had spoken 
of before her family abandoned its plantation and 
moved to New Orleans. Amy Jo had said that some 
white women let themselves be bedded by male slaves. 
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Ai that time Flame hadn’t known whether or not to 
believe such a thing. Now she wondered if it weren’t 
possible. Pierre was no longer a young man, but he was 
still an attractive one—for a nigger. He had looked at 
her with lust, and maybe some white women, finding 
themselves so admired, might be tempted and give in to 
temptation. 

After all, some white men enjoyed lying with black 
wenches. Her father had, for one. Matt Hagarthy, for 
another, when he was younger. So maybe some white 
women did secretly carry on with male slaves. 

That was something she, Flame Amberton, would 
never permit herself to do. She thought too highly of 
herself. 

But she couldn’t deny that Pierre had upset her by the 
lusting way he looked at her. She hadn’t been able to 
take it casually or to shrug it off. 



Chapter Eleven 


XYeith Markham found that being catered to by 
servants was very much to his liking. 

This is the sort of life l should have been born to, by 
damn! 

So he told himself while luxuriating in a warm bath 
in the guest room he hoped to make his permanent 
quarters. 

The tub had been brought in by a maid, along with 
soap, a washcloth, and towels. The wench had also 
brought buckets of warm water, filling the tub to the 
halfway mark, then left him to give himself a scrubbing 
that he started with his brown hair that so badly needed 
a barbering. 

Pierre had also been in, bringing a shaving mug, a 
brush, and a razor. He had also brought some clothing 
that he believed would fit Keith's tall, lean frame. He 
had taken away the gray uniform at the guest’s request, 
to be disposed of—preferably by burning due to its 
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being somewhat infested with crawly things. Every¬ 
thing that the butler had brought had belonged to the 
late master of La Belle Terre. 

“Killed in the war. Master John was,” Pierre had 
said. "An awfulwaste, that was, for no finer gentleman 
ever lived. Mistress Denise said you’re welcome to use 
the master's things.” 

"That’s very kind of the lady,” Keith had replied. 
"And thank you for bringing them to me.” 

"You’re welcome, sir.” 

Pierre had departed with that, leaving Keith to 
wonder if the handsome but ageing Negro saw through 
him. He had thought he’d detected a barbed note in the 
butler’s voice. If it had really been there, it might mean 
that he didn’t meet with Pierre's approval. Keith 
frowned worriedly. It would be the worst sort of luck to 
be found out by the butler, especially if the man told 
Phil—and the Amberton women as well—that their 
visitor was a fourflusher. 

Keith was far from being what he pretended. He was 
not from a huge Markham plantation where slaves 
tended fields of tobacco and, when the leaves were ripe, 
harvested them for the curing sheds. Nor was there any 
vast acreage, as he also claimed, given over to apple 
orchards. Neither did the Markhams keep a stable of 
fine Virginia hunters that were ridden by members of 
the family and their socially prominent friends for fox 
hunting, as he had boasted to Phil. 

He came of a family of tenant farmers. His parents, 
two sisters, and one brother lived in a small house on 
land owned by a man named Talbert. This had come 
about because Ida Markham was a cousin of the wealthy 
plantation owner. Her husband. Will, a ne'er-do-well 
and a heavy drinker, was unable to support her and 
their flock. The Markhams were better off than (he 
Talbert slaves, but not by a great deal. 

Keith had grown up resolved to be different from his 
family. He would be a somebody one day. He would 
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make himself as much like Mr. Talbert, a fine gentle¬ 
man, as he could. He had valuable help from his 
mother. She’d had some education and still had her 
schoolbooks. She taught Keith to read, write, and do 
some figuring. When he was sixteen, she had gotten her 
rich cousin to give him the job of head groom at the 
plantation stables. He did well at it, quickly learning 
how to handle the several slaves he oversaw so they 
wouldn't become shirkers. He spent most of his small 
wages on books, usually secondhand ones, and all of his 
spare time studying them. He knew that to get any¬ 
where in this world he must have a head full of 
knowledge. 

Keith had invented the Markham plantation on 
being drafted into the army, where he had quickly 
become a sergeant and then been promoted to the rank 
of lieutenant. Military service had also been of great 
value to him. It had polished him from a gawky 
plantation worker into a man who found great pride in 
wearing his gray uniform. He had begun to believe he’d 
been born to be a soldier—an officer—and had decided 
he would return to the army when his wound was 
completely healed. Now he saw what a wonderful place 
La Belle Terre was. He would do his best to stay on 
here—and not as a mere guest. 

As he bathed in a leisurely manner, Keith decided that 
Flame Amber ton was the means of his becoming a 
permanent fixture of the plantation. Marriage with her 
would assure it. As her husband, he would be the actual 
master of La Belle Terre. Phil was sick; he would never 
wholly regain his health, since there was no cure for 
malaria, and he wouldn't be able to concern himself 
with running the plantation. 

But / could run it, by God! 

That would mean replacing Flame as manager. But 
when she was married to him she would have womanly 
affairs to take up her time. Yes, marrying Flame would 
be the answer to his long-held ambition to be some- 
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body. He had only to continue with her where he'd left 
off this afternoon, making sure that Jeanette didn't 
meddle again and ruin things for him. 

Keith finally got from the tub, dried himself off with 
a big, fluffy towel, then surveyed himself in the mirror 
of the bureau. He was thinner than he'd once been, due 
to army life, but he was still a handsome young blade. 
And he knew how to be charming. 

He would have to charm Mrs. Amberton as well as 
Flame, of course, since he would need her approval to 
become her son-in-law. He would have no trouble 
there, he sensed. Denise Amberton was still young 
enough to succumb to compliments and flattery. He 
would dance attendance on her just as he would on the 
lovely Flame, who was indeed very much the young 
woman of his daydreams. 

Keith had j ust finished dressing and was combing his 
shaggy hair—he must get to a barber soon—when 
someone knocked on his door. 

"It’s Phil, Keith. You duded up yet?” 

“I sure am,” Keith said, opening the door. "But I 
didn’t expect to see you out of bed for a month of 
Sundays.” 

Philip came into the room, moving in the gingerly 
way of an invalid. He was wearing civilian clothes, an 
outfit from before he went into the army, at which time 
it must have been perfect of fit. Now it hung baggily 
upon his wasted frame. His gauntness, along with his 
pallor, convinced Keith more than ever that his friend 
would never be strong enough to take over the manage¬ 
ment of the plantation. 

"Are you sure you should be up and about, old 
friend? You really do look 1 ike something thecat dragged 
in.” 

"I’m going to have dinner with the rest of you if it 
kills me.” Philip forced a smile. "I've been looking 
forward to this for so long that I’m certainly not going 
to miss out on it. But I don’t feel too bad now that I’ve 
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had a couple hours of sleep in a real bed—my own bed. ’ ’ 

“Well, just take it easy, eh?” 

"Hell, Keith, I’m going to gorge myself on good, 
home-cooked food. I may even drink a whole bottle of 
wine.” 

"Over my dead body, you will,” Keith said, grinning 
at him. 

He realized that it was as important for him to keep in 
Philip’s good graces as to keep Flame and Mrs. Amber- 
ton charmed by him. 

They left the room, Philip still moving with the slow, 
infirm step of an invalid and Keith making use of his 
cane. They navigated the staircase with success and 
went to the drawing room. Jeanette was there, doing 
some needlework. She put it aside at once and got up 
from her chair. 

"My, how nice you two look now. But are you sure 
you should be out of bed, Phil?” 

He grinned at her. "I’m not going to be bedridden for 
the rest of my life. You know. Sis, you’ve grown up 
while I was away. Do you realize it?” 

Of course I realize it,” she said, making a face at 
him. "I’ve become a woman, and I’ll fight anyone who 
says I haven't.” She looked at Keith, her expression 
turning serious. "How are you feeling now?” 

"I’m feeling fine, now that I've bathed, shaved and 
gotten into some of your father’s clothes that your 
mother was gracious enough to donate to me.” 

“They fit you well. And you look as—well—as 
dashing in them as Father did. He was a very handsome 
man, you know.” 

"lean believe he was, now that I’ve seen his daughters 
as well as his son." 

Philip said, "Sis, will you ring fora servant? I could 
do with a spot of wine. And I imagine that Keith could 
too.” 

Jeanette went to the bellpull beside the door and gave 
it a tug. When one of the maids appeared, the girl gave 
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the order for the wine. 

She asked, "Where’s Mistress Denise, Rachel? She 
should be here with Master Philip and our guest.” 

"The mistress is in the kitchen, making sure Mathil¬ 
da is fixing the best meal that can be. To celebrate, she 
says.” 

“And where is the lady who rides the big stallion as a 
man would do?" Keith said. “She too seems to be 
missing.” 

"Missie Flame is dressing, sir," Rachel said. “She’ll 
be down shortly, I reckon.” 

When she had left the room, Jeanette looked at Keith 
with a pouting expression. “ ‘The lady who rides a big 
stallion as a man would do.'” She tried to mimic 
Keith’s tone. Then, in her natural voice, she added, 
“You know as well as I do. Lieutenant Markham, that 
my sister’s name is Flame.” 

“Oh, yes,” he said, grinning at her. “It had quite 
slipped my mind.” 

Seating herself next to her brother on the divan, 
Jeanette said, “Would you believe that I caught those 
two kissing the very instant they met? And I mean really 
kissing.” 

“Oh, come now, Jeanette,” Keith said. “I kissed you 
in the very same way—and you became angry.” 

“I didn’t become angry. I merely said that I was sure 
some other man would make me respond with more 
enthusiasm.” 

Philip looked from one to the other with wan 
curiosity. “ What goes on between you two? You seem 
about to gel into a cat-and-dog fight.” 

“I suspect that Jeanette is jealous because I kissed 
Flame first,” Keith said. “After all, I didn’t think it 
proper for me to kiss a girl so young in such an intimate 
way. Flame is older and—” 

“I am eighteen, quite old enough to be kissed 
intimately.” 

"Then I shall kiss you again,” Keith told her. “After 
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dinner we’ll take a stroll in the moonlight and—" 

"Don’t you try to butter me up," Jeanette said. "Not 
after I saw you making a fool of yourself over that sister 
of mine, who hasn’t a bit of romance in her.” 

The bantering ended as Flame entered the room, 
saying, "Are you two quarreling already—and because 
of me, for heaven’s sake?” 

Both young men made as if to rise, but she gestured 
for them to remain seated. "When you’ve both recov¬ 
ered your strength I’ll permit you to pop up like jacks- 
in-the-box when I make an appearance. As for now—” 

She shrugged in a most feminine manner. She looked 
strikingly lovely in a dark green dress with lace insets of 
a paler shade of green. Her arms and shou lders might as 
well have been bare, and the deep cleavage of her breasts 
was not hidden by the lace. She was tall, slender, and 
stately. Jeanette was aware that she had been eclipsed by 
this sister of hers who could change from a plantation 
manager into a stunningly attractive young woman by 
some magic. Pretty though she was in her becoming 
white dress, Jeanette regarded Flame with sudden 
jealousy. 

Keith had risen in spite of Flame’s having indicated 
that he shouldn’t. With the help of his cane, he came to 
her and took her right hand to kiss it in a gallant 
manner. Again Jeanette experienced a knife-sharp 
thrust of jealousy. 

He’s fallen for her, damn it. And she’s deliberately 
doing her best to attract his interest. 

With this thought Jeanette found it easy to hate 
Flame. 

She forced herself to ask, "Shall I have a glass of wine 
fetched for you, dear?” She had no intention of letting 
her sister know that she cared. 

No, thanks. I’ll wait and have mine with dinner." 
She looked at Philip. "I do wish Dr. Lawson would get 
here. I’ve more confidence in him than in those army 
doctors." 


130 



"At the moment I don't feel that I need him,” Philip 
said. "Just being home is doing wonders for me. After 
I've had a few days of rest, I’ll be hankering to take Keith 
on a visit to New Orleans. He’s never been there.” 

Flame thought that he hadn't changed. He had 
gotten his schooling in that city, and ever since it had 
been a Mecca to him. If he became well enough to be 
away from home, he would almost certainly spend 
much of his time there. This was a thought that pleased 
her. She looked at Keith, thinking how handsome he 
looked now that he was bathed, shaved, and properly 
dressed. 

“Don't let Phil rush you into making such a trip,” 
she told him. "You’d better wait until your wound is 
completely healed. It’s said that the pleasures of New 
Orleans are rather vigorous for male visitors.” 

"I’ll let you in on a little secret,” Keith said. "I’ll be 
content just to stay here at La Belle Terre. It’s such a 
lovely place, and it reminds me of home. I’m looking 
forward to feeling fit enough to mount a horse and ride 
out across the plantation.” He looked at her with 
seeming eagerness. "When that day comes, maybe 
you’ll do me the honor of letting me ride with you.” 

"We’ll see,” Flame said, "when that day comes.” 

She felt that Keith Markham was attempting to move 
in on her in too much of a hurry and that she should 
slow him down a little. 

Denise Amberton joined them, apologizing for being 
neglectful. 

"I’ve made a half a dozen visits to the kitchen,” she 
added, “to see that everything is coming along to 
perfection. I think Mathilda, our cook, is becoming 
annoyed with my hovering over her.” 

When, a little later, Pierre came to announce to her 
that dinner was ready to be served, Denise looked as 
pleased as if she had prepared it herself. 

"Ah, now we’ll be together at mealtime at last.” Her 
still attractive face clouded briefly, and she added under 
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her breath, "Except for our dear departed.” 

The table was beautifully laid with a centerpiece of 
flowers from the gardens, sparkling crystal, fine En¬ 
glish china, and gleaming silver. Pierre presided as 
usual over the sideboard where an abundance of dishes 
had been placed, and he kept a close watch on Rachel 
and Laurie as they did the serving. 

Keith pleased Denise to an inordinate degree by 
saying, "You’re the perfect hostess, my dear Mrs. 
Amberton. I’ve never in my life seen so splendid a 
table.” 

"If only my dear husband were here to be a part of this 
gala occasion. ’’ Denise touched her lace handkerchief to 
her eyes as though to wipe away sudden tears. “He 
would have enjoyed it so much.” 

One other remark later spoiled the celebration din¬ 
ner. It was made by Philip in a quite innocent manner. 
"I can’t understand why Monique hasn’t come to 
welcome me home. As I remember it, she cried when I 
went away.” 

A hush fell over the diners, and even the servants 
seemed dismayed. Only Keith, who didn’t know the 
situation, looked around with bewilderment because of 
the sudden dampening of the others’ spirits. 

Denise finally said, "Monique is no longer at La 
Belle TerTe, Phil.” 

He looked at her as though jolted. "Not here? Where 
is she?” He glanced at his sisters. "What’s happened? 
Why wasn 1 1 told in a letter that something happened 
to her?” 

It didn’t seem important enough to worry you with, 
son,” Denise said. "After all, when one thinks of what 
you were going through . , .” 

"But, my God, Monique and I grew up together. She 
took care of me a lot of the time when I was a small boy. 
She and I were friends, just as Flame and she wereuntil 
it got out that Monique was—” 

"Phil please,” his mother broke in. "Let’s not 
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discuss this in front of Keith. After all, he's our guest, 
and doesn’t want to listen tp a family unpleasantness." 

“Unpleasantness? All I'm doing is asking what’s 
happened to Monique! ” 

Jeanette said, in a definitely spiteful tone, “Monique 
was sold, Phil. Flame sent for that slave dealer. Miles 
TarTant, and sold her for two thousand dollars.” 

Somewhat lamely, their mother said, “It was a matter 
of money, Phil. Things have been hard here at La Belle 
Terre ever since the war began. They beta me even more 
difficult when the enemy warships blockaded New 
Orleans. Yes, that was it... We needed money." 

“But Monique was not to be sold,” Philip said, 
looking more and more upset. “Father told you. 
Mother, that he didn't want her ever to be sold. He said 
the same thing to me in a letter, so I would know that 
was his wish if anything happened to him.” Ill though 
he was, Philip looked extremely angry. “Damn it, I 
don’t like this at all! Going against Father’s wishes after 
he died for his country . . . What a terrible thing! ” 

Jeanette said, her tone still barbed, “Why don’t you 
demand that Flame tell you the real reason she got rid of 
Monique? ” 

The dinner party that was to have been such a happy 
affair had turned completely sour. 

Keith Markham, very much the gentleman he pre¬ 
tended to be, pushed back his chair and made as though 
to rise. “I’ll leave you good people to discuss this matter 
among yourselves. I understand that it’s something that 
an outsider shouldn’t be a party to.” 

” You stay and hear it out, Keith,” Philip said. “After 
all, as long as you’re a guest here—and I hope it will be 
for a long time—you’re to consider yourself as one of 
the family. You should know about Monique, anyway. 
As I mentioned, she too was a friend of mine.” 

"Well, in that case ...” Keith resumed his seat. 

Philip gazed frowningly at Flame. “All right now. 
The truth. I want to know your real reason for selling 
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her.” 

Flame’s lovely face took on a defiant look. "All right, 
I tell you that, and also the truth about your dear 
iend Monique. Once you understand, you won’t like 
. iat she did any more than I liked it at the time.” 

> Speaking directly to her brother but aware that their 
visitor was taking it all in as well. Flame explained that 
a young buck named Samson had raped a sixteen-year- 
old wench after orders had been given, by Flame, that 
none of the five nubile mulatto wenches at the planta¬ 
tion were to be molested. She explained that she had 
intended to have Samson punished in the same manner 
that their father had had Jubal punished for raping 
Monique so many years ago. She went on to mention, 
for Keith’s benefit, that Monique had also been a slave. 
It had occurred to her that he might think they were 
discussing a white girl. She added that Monique had 
released Samson from the Dugout so that he could run 
away and escape the full punishment she had planned 
for him. 

“So I had to do something about Monique," Flame 
ended up. “She was becoming too bold—too brazen. 
She was actually meddling in the affairs of the planta¬ 
tion, and I couldn’t put up with that.” 

“But you didn’t need to sell her. You could have 
found another way to punish her.” 

Flame smiled faintly, bitterly. "On another occasion 
that I warned her she would be punished for meddling 
she had the gall to say that if I did such a thing she 
would wait her chance and kill me.” 

’That doesn’t sound like Monique.” 

She changed. She was no longer the wench you 
knew.” 

Philip sat lost in thought for a moment, his pale thin 
face frowning. Finally he said. "To get back to those 
mulatto wenches . . . Why did you give orders that no 
bucks were to molest them. ’Molest’ being your word.” 
"Because she was—and is—hoping to breed light- 
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skinned bucks and wenches that she can sell for high 
prices when they're almost grown,” Jeanette said. 
"She’s been having Davey Harper—you remember him, 
Phil?—come here and bed those mulatto wenches. He's 
got at least three of them in a family way already." 

Philip looked at Flame with disbelief. “Father never 
went in for the planned breeding of slaves. Neither did 
the Beaumonts before him. This is not a slave-breeding 
plantation, and you know it.” 

Flame looked hurt at this rebuke, and her voice was 
harsh as she said, “Phil, when you understand how 
difficult it is for us to make ends meet now that we can 
no longer raise cotton for the market you’ll agree that 
I’m doing all that’s possible to keep La Belle Terre from 
being forced into bankruptcy. 

"After all, there is that mortgage Father took out on 
the plantation so he could form his regiment to fight for 
the Confederacy. It must be paid off or the bank will 
foreclose—take La Belle Terre from us. And we may 
still need money desperately when those pickaninnies 
the mulatto wenches are carrying are of an age to be sold 
at auction. You should thank me instead of—” 

“You’ve done what you believed was right, I sup¬ 
pose,” Philip broke in. "But it was wrong—as wrong as 
wrong can be—to sell Monique. After all, she is our 
half-sister, even if some of us don’t like admitting it. 
Oh, God,I hope nothing bad has happened to her!" 

"Nothing bad has happened to her,” Flame said. “I 
had a note from Mr. Tarrant. He informed me that 
Monique was sold to a very nice gentleman who will be 
kind to her.” 

"Tarrant could have told you the biggest lie ever. He 
may have sold her to a whorehouse! ” 

"Phil, please! ” his mother said, looking extremely 
upset. “Don’t use such language in the presence of 
your sisters and myself. And not in front of our guest, 
either! ” 

“I’m sorry. Mother. I shouldn't have said such a 
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word. It just slipped out because I’m angry about the 
whole rotten business. Anyway. I’ll look Monique up 
when I make my visit to New Orleans, for that’s almost 
certainly where Tarrant sold her. I’ll make sure that 
she’s all right.” He managed one of his wan smiles. "I 
apologize for starting this fuss. Now let’s forget we had 
such an unpleasant conversation and enjoy this won¬ 
derful meal.” 

Some attempt was made to regain the party spirit 
with which each member of the family and the guest 
had come to the table. But no one really enjoyed the 
festive repast. Mathilda and her helper, Cindy, had 
labored long to prepare chicken soup thick with okra, 
oysters baked with a spinach and herb concoction, 
boiled beef, a crabmeat casserole, pecan pralines, and 
French doughnuts that were served with cafe brulet— 
spiced black coffee served aflame with brandy. 

But Monique, long gone from LaBelleTerre, seemed 
to hover about the spacious dining room with its 
lavishly laden table like a ghostly presence. 
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Chapter Twelve 


Monique lay wide awake beside her now sated, 
sleeping owner-lover. She was only dimly aware of his 
presence in the bed, scarcely heard his heavy breathing 
that at times became outright snoring. Her thoughts 
were elsewhere than on him and their session of 
lovemaking. They were confused, a terrible jumble. 

This was the fourth evening he had visited her. 
Counting the day he had brought her to his little house, 
it was the fifth time she’d had intercourse with him. As 
with Pierre, making love with Horace Driggs had been 
nothing more than a mild ordeal for her to endure. 

Tonight it hadn’t been too unpleasant, for she had 
made the discovery that the more wine she drank the 
more relaxed and uninhibited she became. Due to her 
being not wholly sober, she had even been able to take 
the initiative tonight, and this had pleased him to such 
an extent that he had praised her in his delight with her 
ministrations to him. She was learning how to pleasure 
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a man to the utmost, even though she continued to 
experience no excitement, no joy in what she was 
doing. 

She had resigned herself to the truth. For her, sex 
would never be a wonderful experience as she bel ieved it 
should be. 

She lay thinking for a little while of the life she’d had 
at La Belle Terre, understanding now that she’d been 
more her own person there than she’d realized. But she 
had to admit that her life here on Rampart Street was 
not unpleasant. Here too she was, except for Horace’s 
visits, definitely on her own. Fortunately she had 
learned to exist with her sense of aloneness. She didn’t 
need anyone except an owner to care for her, and 
Horace Driggs was certainly giving her the best of care. 

“You know,” he’d told her tonight, “of all the 
women I've ever known—and that includes my dear, 
sweet wife, the mother of my children—I'm most fond 
of you. I adore you, ma chime. I worship you! ” 

Romantic words, almost poetic words from such a 
man—a man whose main reason for being was to make 
money hand over fist. 

Since it was enough for Monique that she had him for 
her owner, lover, and companion and so needed no one 
else, she kept rebuffing the friendly overtures of the 
women who occupied other petites maisons in the 
neighborhood. She didn’t want to make any friends. 
She could pass her time enjoyably. She had more than 
enough money. She had plenty left after buying her 
food at the French Market, where she loved to spend 
hours shopping, to buy all she needed to indulge her 
love of sewing. Each time Horace came to see her she 
modeled a new dress for him, which seemed to delight 
him. 

She took long walks about the city, savoring this 
strange new world in which she found herself. She liked 
to visit the Flower Mart, and more often than not 
came from it with a bouquet to place in a vase in her 
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little parlor. She delighted in all she saw, actually 
feeling less alone than she had at the plantation. Street 
urchins often pleaded with her to give them a few 
pennies. She always accommodated them, pleased to 
be able to do so. On occasion some young hotblood, or 
even one whose youth was gone, tried to proposition 
her. This was usually in the French Quarter, where 
customs were different from the more sedate American 
part of the city. 

Some days she did nothing but stroll about sightsee¬ 
ing. She admired the famed Cathedral, though without 
having any desire to enter it Being the chattel of 
another human being whom she regarded as no better a 
person than herself, she saw no good in the God to 
whom fine temples were raised. She saw the Cotton 
Exchange, now closed because the war had put an end 
to trading in that commodity. She looked at the Theatre 
d’Orleans and had a wish to take in one of its 
performances, but she would have needed an escort and 
her owner would not appear in public with her. She 
viewed the exterior of the Bank of Louisiana, the 
Absinthe House, the imposing St. Charles Hotel, and 
the elegant facade of Madame Gabrielle s famed bordel¬ 
lo. 

Monique frequently passed the huge edifice that was 
the St. Louis Hotel, where its rotunda was called the 
French Exchange. She always offered up a little prayer 
of gratitude, despite her belief that Negroes had no God 
watching over them, that Horace Driggs had been able 
to outbid Madame Gabrielle for her. She could only 
guess at what went on in a house of prostitution, but she 
knew that such a life would have been intolerable for 
her. 

/ would probably have ended up taking my own life, 
she had once told herself when considering such a fate. 

The St. Louis Hotel was so large that it was bounded 
by Charles, Toulouse, Royal, and St. Louis streets. One 
afternoon, on her way home from the Flower Mart, she 
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heard a man call her name. 

"Monique! Monique Amberton! ” 

This was the first time anyone had ever addressed her 
in such a manner. She was an Amberton, of course, 
though not a legitimate one. She turned and looked for 
the man who had called to her from among the 
numerous people walking along Charles Street. He was 
Judson Creighton, owner of the abandoned plantation 
nearest La Belle Terre. He strode toward her with a 
beaming smile on his pleasant, middle-aged face. She 
noticed that he had grown a mustache since coming to 
the city. 

"My dear, I couldn’t believe my eyes at first.” He 
continued to smile, as though happy to see her. "I 
turned for a second look and knew there couldn’t be 
another young woman as lovely as you are in your 
special way.” 

She was taken by surprise, for she had never thought 
that he had really noticed her when he’d visited La Belle 
Terre. 

“I didn’t notice you among all these people, Mr. 
Creighton. It’s so nice to see you again.” She was 
embarrassed. Except with her owner, she didn’t know 
how to converse with a white man. "You are looking 
quite well. I hope your family is well too, sir.” 

“Mrs. Creighton and Amy Jo are in good health, as I 
am, I’m happy to say. Andwe’reenjoyingliving herein 
the city. That is, we will until the damned Yankees 
come and seize it. You're here with those good people, 
the Ambertons, of course. Where are they living? Why 
haven’t they gotten in touch with us?” 

"I know nothing about them any more, sir. You see, I 
was sold some time ago and I’ve been here ever since.” 

"Sold?” Creighton looked jolted. "But your master 
told the family that you were never to be sold. He had a 
special concern for you, you know. Or didn’t you know 
that he was your father?” 

“I did know that. Mr. Creighton.” Bitterness came to 
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Monique’s voice. "And Flame, who did the selling, also 
knew it.” 

He was thoughtful for a moment, then said, "There's 
more to this than I can tell you while we’re standing 
here among these passers by. Come along, and we’ll talk 
over coffee.” 

Monique realized he didn’t mind being seen in public 
with a young woman who was partly negroid. She 
thought more of him for it. He took her to the sidewalk 
cafe of La Boucherie, found a table for them, and 
ordered coffee and a plate of petits fours. She found 
herself liking him immensely. Always before, back 
home, he had seemed just another not-to-be-trifled- 
with aristocratic planter. 

"Then the Ambertons aren’t in New Orleans,” he 
said, urging the petits fours on her. 'Tlame is still 
trying to keep La Belle Terre solvent, is she?” 

“And she will, Mr. Creighton. She has the strength of 
will to do it.” 

"But things must be hard for her. Is that why she sold 
you? Because the family needed money?” 

Monique tasted one of the little frosted cakes and 
found it delicious. She described the circumstances 
leading to her having been sold. She admitted that she' 
had done wrong in having freed Samson from the 
Dugout, then tried to justify her having done it by 
explaining that she hadn't wanted him deprived of his 
manhood. 

"Even though he meant nothing to me, I couldn’t 
bear the thought of that being done to him.” 

"I can understand how you felt,” Creighton said. 
"But of course it was a grave mistake on your part. 
That’s beside the point, however. The punishment 
Flame meted out to you didn’t fit the crime. It was much 
too severe. And then I recall that John Amber ton 
informed his family that you were never to be sold.” 

"Only Jeanette objected,” Monique said. "Mistress 
Denise didn’t protest at all. And of course Master Philip 
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was in the army. Flame does exactly as she pleases. It’s 
as though she knows that all will be lost without her, 
now that the master is dead. She does hope that Philip 
will return safely, though, no doubt so he can take over 
the management of the plantation." 

"He’ll never do that, my dear. Philip is not like his 
father. Nor is he like Raoul Beaumont, his grandfather, 
either. He looks on life as amusing—as having been 
given to him for his entertainment. In my opinion, he 
even believed that the war would be a welcome escape 
from plantation life.” 

Creighton took a sip of coffee, then continued. 
"There is more you should know, Monique. John 
Amberton made out a will before leaving for the war. 
He made special mention of you in it. In the event of his 
death, you were to be manumitted. I signed it .as a 
witness.” 

"Manumitted? Set free, you mean?” 

"Exactly. You were also to receive the sum of two 
thousand dollars from his estate if you wanted to leave 
La Belle Tene.” 

"But I was never told such a thing.” 

Monique fell as though her mind was reeling. Under 
John Amberton’s will she should have been freed by the 
surviving members of the family, but they had contin¬ 
ued to keep her in bondage. A freed slave? Would she 
have wanted to be that? Yes, she would. She had always 
wished to be her own person. She had yearned to feel 
that she was the equal of everyone else. Especially of 
Flame Amberton. 

"Now it’s too late for me to know about it,” she said, 
thinking aloud. “I now belong to someone else. I’m still 
a slave and will always be, for my new owner will never 
give me my freedom.” 

"Perhaps something can be done,” Judson Creigh¬ 
ton said. " You have recourse to the law. Since you were 
to be freed under my old friend’s will, a court would 
certainly rule that you are free. It follows therefore that 
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Flame did wrong in selling you while your present 
owner did wrong, perhaps unwittingly, in buying 
you.” 

"I—I don’t know what to make of this, Mr. Creigh¬ 
ton. I really don’t. If I were to be set free, I wouldn’t 
know how to support myself.” 

That wasn’t true, she suddenly realized. She could 
sew for people and be paid for it. She was an accom¬ 
plished seamstress. With the two thousand dollars she 
was to receive from the Am bertons, if she had her day in 
court, she would have a sound financial start. That 
much money would last her three or four years, even if 
she failed to earn a penny. But she would sew. She 
would find a way to get into the good graces of enough 
well-to-do ladies to be busy day and night at work she 
enjoyed. 

Mr. Creighton drank more coffee, seemingly lost in 
thought, then said, “Maybe I shouldn’t meddle in the 
affairs of my friends, but I believe that John would want 
justice done. Would you like some advice, Monique?” 

She realized that for the first time in her life*she was 
being treated as the equal of a white person. She felt 
more and more grateful to him. 

"I’d be glad for some advice, sir. I certainly can’t cope 
with this situation on my own. I feel terribly wronged 
and know I should do something about Flame’s betray¬ 
al of me. But... ” She gazed hopefu lly at the man at the 
opposite side of the table. “What shall I do?” 

"I would suggest that you see a lawyer and explain 
the situation to him. If he thinks you have a case that 
will stand up in court, you should retain him to bring 
suit against the Amberton estate.” 

“But wouldn’t that take a great deal of money?” 

"You can make some arrangement with the lawyer. 
I’m sure. If you'd like, I’ll give you the name of the law 
firm that looks after my legal affairs.” 

"Please do, Mr. Creighton.” 

"Harlan and Krebs. They have offices on Royal 
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Street. ” 

“I’ll remember that, sir. And I’m so very grateful to 
you. It was so gracious of you even to talk with me." 

He smiled broadly. "Talking with a lovely young 
woman is certainly no bother.” He took out his watch. 
"I’m afraid I must part company with that lovely young 
lady now. I have a business appointment.” 

He signaled their waiter. He paid for the coffee and 
the petits fours, then added a gratuity for the man. 

They went in different directions on leaving the 
sidewalk cafe, and Monique was, for the moment, 
feeling in buoyant spirits. Maybe, just maybe, she 
would become one of the city’s freed slaves. She would 
be her own person at last. 

Her good humor didn't last, however. She became 
furious upon thinking of the shameful thing that 
Flame had done to her. Oh, how she would like to even 
the score with that high-and-mighty half-sister of hers! 

And l will. . . Somehow I will! 

But there were complications, Monique realized by 
the time she arrived at the little house that was hers 
because Horace Driggs enjoyed making use of her 
young body. 

He was one of those complications. He had paid five 
thousand dollars for her, and he would do everything in 
his power to hold onto his investment. 

He visited her Friday evening, and he was making 
love to her when they heard what seemed the thunder of 
an approaching storm. The booming sound continued 
and seemed to grow more intense, and because of it 
Horace rolled from atop her and sat up with a muttered 
curse. 

"That’s not a storm! It’s a cannonading. The enemy 
warships are attacking the forts at last. My God; the 
Union troops will be in the city before you know it! ” 

He was thinking out loud rather than speaking to 
Monique. Because of his apparent alarm, she realized 
that he was convinced that New Orleans couldn’t hold 
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out against the enemy. Until this moment she hadn’t 
even given a thought to such a possibility. She would 
have said, if asked, that this city must certainly be 
invincible. Even now she couldn’t imagine it being 
overrun by blue-clad enemy soldiers. 

The thunder of the big guns continued throughout 
the remainder of the night and during the next day. 
Like many citizens of New Orleans, Monique and 
Horace did not resume their lovemaking and made no 
attempt to sleep. She was alarmed, but he seemed 
terrified. Finally he got from bed. 

As he dressed, after lighting an oil lamp, he said, "I 
must leave at once. There are documents at my office 
that I can’t afford to let fall into the hands of the 
enemy." 

Monique rose, pulled on a robe over her nakedness, 
and thrust her feet into bedroom slippers. 

“Shall I fix something for you to eat, Horace?’’ 

“Something to eat! My God, wench; how can you 
think of food at such a time? Why, that's like Nero 
fiddling while Rome burned! ” 

This was the first time he’d ever spoken harshly to her. 

“I m sorry, Horace. I just don’t understand why 
you're so—so frightened.’’ 

“That damned Admiral Farragut knows that my 
ships have been running his blockade,” Driggssaid. “If 
he catches me, he’ll throw me in prison—maybe even 
execute me. I’ve got to leave the city before his troops 
take it over.” 

Monique wondered, What will happen to me, left 
alonef 

As though having read her mind, Driggs took out his 
wallet and emptied it of money. “This should see you 
through until I can get in touch with you again, ma 
cherie.” He laid the money on the bureau. “I have a ship 
in port now. I'll board her and try to make it to Nassau, 
where I’ll be safe. My wife and children are already 
there, thank God.” 
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He put on his long black coat and his high gray hat. 
He hadn’t bothered to tie his cravat, and his waistcoat 
hung unbuttoned. He kissed her on the cheek, {hen 
hurried downstairs and out into the first faint light of 
the new dawn. He did indeed seem like a man fleeing 
from the possibility of imprisonment—or, worse still, 
death. 

Monique hoped he would get safely away, realizing 
at this moment that though he had never succeeded in 
making her enjoy sex he had been a kind owner. And a 
slave could ask for nothing more. 

As the bombardment of the forts, named Jackson and 
St. Philip, continued without letup, Monique too 
thought of fleeing the city as many people did during 
that day and the following days. Then she reminded 
herself that she had nowhere to go. She no longer 
belonged to the Ambertons and so wouldn’t be welcome 
at La Belle Terre. She had no friends to whom she could 
turn. She could only stay in her little houseand wait for 
what fate had in store for her when the enemy soldiers 
arrived. 

The booming of the big guns lasted for six days. 
Although the bombardment failed to destroy the forts, 
they did not deter Farragut in his attempt to take the 
city. The officer ran out of patience finally. He simply 
sailed his larger warships past the forts and suffered 
what damage the Confederates did them. He landed his 
ten thousand Union soldiers to take over thecity, and its 
defending force was far too small to stop them. 

Major General Benjamin Butler commanded this 
occupation force, and one of the first orders he issued to 
keep the populace in line infuriated them. This was his 
infamous Order # 28 that was directed at the women of 
the city. In effect, it warned them that if they offended 
the occupation troops, even in small ways, they would 
be treated like women of the streets plying their age-old 
profession. Everyone understood that occupation sol¬ 
diery would on occasion forget discipline and get out of 
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line. It was also understood that licentious soldiers 
could, by fair means or foul, cause even the most 
proper lady to appear wanton. The general became 
known as "Beast” Butler. Most women were afraid to 
venture out onto the streets, even on innocent errands. 
Among them was Monique. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


Flame might have asked herself: Do I really want Phil 
to regain his health? She would have answered by 
saying: I certainly want him to live! 

She wanted her brother to be once again the carefree 
young man he’d been before going into the army. She 
didn’t want him changed into the sort of man their 
father had been. She shrank from the thought of having 
to turn over the management of the plantation to him 
one day. 

She waited for Dr. Lawson, who had arrived nearly 
two hours after the dinner party that had been such a 
disaster. She’d told him she would have a drink and a 
tray of refreshments waiting for him in the study —her 
study, as she thought of it—after he’d seen her brother. 
She wanted to talk with him apart from her mother, so 
that she could get the truth of Philip’s condition from 
him. He wouldn't give it to Denise, she was sure. 

He came finally, knocking lightly on the door, which 
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she had left ajar. She called for him to come in, thinking 
as he entered that he looked so much older than when 
he’d last been to La Belle Terre. That had been three, 
four years ago, when Jeanette had come down with a 
severe cold she couldn’t shake off. His hair had turned 
from steel-gray to snow-white, and his face had devel¬ 
oped lines and creases. Yes, he had become an old man. 
That didn’t mean he wasn’t still a good physician, she 
told herself. 

"Close the door so we’ll not be disturbed, Doctor,” 
she said, then asked, "It’s still bourbon, isn’t it?” 

He closed the door, then placed his black bag and hat 
on the brown leather couch. He sank into a matching 
armchair with a sigh and let himself go limp. He looked 
close to exhaustion. 

“Yes, it’s still bourbon for me. Flame. But I’ll take 
anything that’s anywhere near one hundred percent 
proof. I’m tired. Tired to the core. I was working on 
some casualties brought downriver by boat from the 
fighting up in Tennessee when your young buck came 
to say I was needed here. That’s why I was so long in 
showing up.” 

"Why don’t you stay over?" Flame said, handing 
him a glass half-filled with whiskey. "We’ve a guest 
room with a comfortable bed.” 

"I’d take you up on that if those wounded soldier 
boys back at the Landing didn’t need me.” 

Flame had returned to the cellaret and poured 
another drink. He was already taking a swallow from 
his glass. He looked at her quizzically- “ Your vice too? ” 

"On occasion,” Flame said. “Ordinarily, I stay with 
wine. But I decided not to let you drink bourbon 
without joining you.” She smiled at him. “But don’t 
expect me to match you drink for drink. I know my 
limit.” 

"You on bourbon,” he said, chuckling. "And to 
think that it wasn't all that many years ago that I 
brought you into the world and was the first person to 
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smack your bare bottom.” 

Laughing, she said, "And so far you’re the only man 
who has smacked it.” 

After another sip of whiskey, he said, "Isn’t it almost 
past time for you to be considering marriage? ’’ 

Before replying to that, she took him a plate that held 
an enormously thick beef sandwich. He accepted it and 
thanked her. 

" Where are the eligible young men, Doctor? All gone 
off to this wretched war.” 

He took a huge bite of the sandwich, chewed, and 
swallowed, before saying, "This guest of yours, Keith 
Markham, would seem a logical candidate. Or is he 
already married?” 

"He’s never mentioned a wife. Stricdy between 
ourselves, since we’ve been friends from the instant I 
came into the world. I've been wondering if he might 
not be the one. But I wanted to see you alone to discuss 
something other than my being unmarried. I knew you 
wouldn’t tell Mother how serious Philip’s condition is. 
I’m hoping you’ll tell me. Someone here must know so 
he can be given the proper care. I’ve heard of the high 
death rate from malaria, and—” 

"Forget about malaria,” Dr. Lawson broke in. “In 
my opinion, Phil has been laid low by what we medical 
men have taken to calling soldier’s heart. He must have 
been running a temperature and his digestive system 
was doubtlessly all fouled up when the army doctor had 
a quick look at him. 

"Soldier’s heart is caused by the combination of 
fatigue and exhaustion. It's simply a matter of a 
person’s body breaking down like a piece of overworked 
machinery. All the stress and strain of being in combat 
finally caught up with your brother. He wasn’t a sturdy 
youth to begin with, as you well know. It was high time 
he was given a discharge. Home is where he should be. 
All he needs is plenty of rest and decent food—and 
freedom from fear. I would say he’ll be up and about in 
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a few days, and his old self in a couple of weeks.” 

Flame felt relieved. That was how she wanted Philip. 
Exactly like his former self. 

Dr. Lawson finished the sandwich and declined 
another, but said he could do with a nip more bourbon. 
Flame made haste to get the bottle of whiskey from the 
cellaret. ' 

“Easy on it this time," he told her. “I want to have my 
wits about me so my fool buggy horse doesn’t take me in 
the wrong direction.” 

“Your horse has been given water and oats after 
being unhitched from the buggy. I thought you’d surely 
stay until morning.” 

“I’m tempted, believe me. But when I think of those 
poor fellows needing care ... By the way, I told your 
mother exactly what I said to you about Phil. I also had 
a talk with Pierre. I told him not to let the boy overdo it 
for a week or so.” 

“I’m so grateful to you, Doctor.” 

“And I’m glad I didn’t have to tell you Phil is down 
with malaria.” 

Lawson’s weariness got the better of him at last. His 
white-thatched head fell forward, and he dozed with his 
chin on his chest. Flame took the glass from his hand 
gently to keep from waking him. She went around the 
room, blowing out the flames of most of the candles, 
then settled herself in another of the leather armchairs. 

She remained wide awake. Her mind was busy, 
thinking of what she had said to the doctor. She 
supposed she had been wondering if Keith Markham 
was the man for her. She recalled how deeply stirred 
she’d been when he kissed her, stirred as she’d never 
imagined she could be. He was handsome and charm¬ 
ing. He seemed a gentleman in the admirable way her 
father had been. So far she could detect no flaws in his 
character. She even thought well of him for the 
saddened way he looked on the rare occasions he 
mentioned his parents, sisters, and brother. He had 
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been away from home even longer than Philip. He’d 
already been an officer when her brother joined their 
regiment. 

Although he seemed an extremely good catch, Flame 
decided she should go slowly where he was concerned. 
She mustn't let him rush her into a love affair, as he 
seemed intent to do—and as he seemed capable of 
doing. The way he had kissed her suggested that he’d 
had more than a little experience with women. He 
would have had, of course. He was no callow youth, 
after all. He had reached the age at which he must 
certainly be a man of some romantic experience. Men 
were like that, even the finest gentlemen. As the 
bordellos of New Orleans attested. The dty was fa¬ 
mous—or notorious, perhaps—for such places. And 
Flame? 

You are still a starry-eyed innocent, she told herself. 

Someone knocked lightly on the door. She rose and 
found it was Piene. He had been out of the house, for he 
carried a lighted lantern. She moved into the hall, 
pulling the door shut. 

"Dr. Lawson told me to have his horse hitched up, 

Missie,” the butler said. "And Tobey’s got it ready to 
»» 

go. 

"The doctor is napping,” she told him. "We’ll let 
him alone until he wakes. He’s worn out. He’s been 
taking care of some of our wounded soldiers who were 
brought to Burke’s Landing to be cared for.” 

"Yes, Missie. He told me.” 

"You go to bed. I'll see him off when he wakes.” 

"Yes, Missie.” Pierre lingered, seemingly having 
something more on his mind. “He told me something 
else. He said we re not going to win the war. He said 
we’ve a heady lost it. You think he knows. Missie 
Flame?” 

"He’s just guessing, Pierre. I’ve noticed that Master 
Philip doesn’t say we’ve lost it. Nor does Lieutenant 
Markham. Since they're soldiers . , . Well, they should 
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know.” 

"That’s so, Missie. Well, good night.” 

"Good night, Pierre,” Flame said, noticing to her 
annoyance that he gave her another appraising look 
like the one he had given her when she answered his 
knock on her bedroom door wearing only her petticoat 
and low-cut, sleeveless bodice. 

She still felt annoyed with him as she reentered the 
study. He was beginning to take liberties as he grew 
older. Shedidn't like it at all. She felt soiled, being ogled 
by a black man. Maybe she should have a word wi th her 
mother about him. Denise could give him a talking-to 
. . . put him in his proper place. 

Dr. Lawson had wakened from his nap and was 
preparing to leave. He was already out of his chair and 
going to the couch for his hat and bag. He looked at her 
with a rueful smile. 

“Dozed off, didn’t I? And you’d have let me sleep 
straight through until morning.” His tone was amused, 
not rebuking. “You’re a girl after my own heart. Flame 
Amberton. Lucky is the man who finally keeps 
you from being an old maid. If I were thirty years 
younger . . 

“If you were,” she said, looking at him fondly, “I’d 
marry you in a minute. By the way, I should have asked 
before now. Did you examine Lieutenant Markham's 
wound?” 

He nodded. “It’s healing nicely, but I'm afraid he’ll 
have a permanent limp—though a slight one. That 
Yankee bullet played hell with his knee. Still, that 
shouldn’t keep him from functioning as a man—if 
that’s what’s on your mind.” 

“Doctor, you’ve got to stop trying to put ideas into 
my mind,” Flame said, laughing. 

She went outside and saw him off on his long, lonely 
drive back to the Landing and the wounded soldiers 
who needed him. As she turned to go back into the 
house, she heard someone speak her name softly. 
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Startled, she looked about and saw Keith coming 
around from the front of the house. 

"Keith, what in heaven's name are you doing prowl¬ 
ing about when you, like Phil, should be getting your 
rest?” 

"Take a guess as to why I haven’t turned in, why 
don't you?” 

"Whatever I guess, you’ll say you stayed up to see 

__ it 

me. 

“Which I truly did. Come walk in the moonlight 
with me.” 

"Are you really supposed to be on your wounded leg 
so much?” 

"So long as I’m in your company. Doctor’s orders.'” 

"Oh, what a liar you are! And I took you for a 
gendeman.” 

"I pay you a compliment and it diminishes me in 
your eyes?” 

"Not really,” Flame said. “I appreciate the compli¬ 
ment. And I will walk with you, but only for a short 
distance.” 

They strolled only a litde way, for she was convinced 
that each step caused him pain, even though he leaned 
heavily on his cane. 

"Far enough,” she said, stopping at a bench beside a 
flower bed. "Now sit.” 

"A bossy lady, aren’t you?” 

"I’ll henpeck the man I marry to his wits’ end.” 

“Thanks for warning me.” 

She changed the conversauon, thinking it was be¬ 
coming too personal if frivolous. “Dr. Lawson gave me 
a good report on Phil. He doubts that it’s malaria.” 

“I hope the old boy is right. I’ve been worried about 
that brother of yours. And I suppose you’re eager for 
him to get well again so he can take over managing the 
plantation.” 

"On the contrary, I’m quite content managing it.” 

“It’s not a job for a lady.” 
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"Then I am no lady,” Flame said, laughing. 

Keith gazed at her smilingly in the light of the moon. 
"You certainly had me fooled. You look exactly like a 
bachelor’s dream of what a lady should be.” 

"No, no. Jeanette is the lady of the family—aside 
from Mother, that is.” 

"Jeanette still needs to do some growing up.” 

"She’s eighteen, as you know. Many girlsget married 
at that age” 

"But not to men like me.” 

Personal again, Flame thought. He always worked it 
around so that they discussed matters linking her with 
him. 

He’s in pursuit of me, all right. 

She couldn't help but ask, " What sort of man are you, 
really?” 

"The sort who believes he's fallen in love at first 
sight.” 

"Oh, come now. You’re not so young that you’re that 
much of a romantic. You know what sort of man I think 
you are, Keith Markham?” 

"Is this going to hurt? If it is, remember that I’m 
already a poor, suffering, wounded soldier.” 

Flame laughed. "It’s not going to be painful for you. 
On the contrary, I think my opinion of you will please 
you. I believe you’re very much a man of the world.” 

"Whatever that means.” 

"It means, sir, that you’ve had quite a bit ot expe¬ 
rience where the opposite sex is concerned.” 

"Even if I had, my dear, it wouldn’t keep me from 
falling in love at first sight—with a very desirable 
young woman.” 

Desirable, Flame thought. She was pleased that he 
found her to be that. 

"A very special young woman,” Keith added. 

So he thought her that too. Flame told herself. She 
had always believed that the man with whom she would 
want to share her life would have to be a very special 
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sort. Was he, this handsome, charming stranger, special 
in the way she expected? Only time would tell. And she 
must take plenty of time to decide about him. 

She said, on impulse, "I think I must say good night 
now.” She wanted to be with him longer, but she 
thought it wise to break up their being a twosome for 
the present. "I have a busy day ahead of me tomorrow, 
and that means I’ll have to be up with the chickens.” 

They rose from the bench and walked to the house, 
entering by the front door. He waited while she 
extinguished what few candles still burned in the study 
and the drawing room. She took up the one on the table 
in the entrance hall to light their way to the second 
floor. Everyone else had retired. They had the night to 
themselves. She walked him to the door of the guest 
room he occupied, with the candle in its silver holder 
pushing back the darkness. After opening the door, he 
looked at her inquiringly. 

"No good-night kiss?” he asked. 

"Not until you’re able to catch me,” she said, 
laughing softly and backing away. 

Later, unable to sleep, Flame tried to make her 
assessment of Keith as a potential husband. Leading 
him to the altar would be no problem. She was 
convinced of this. And was also sure that they would 
have a good marriage. He stirred her sexually. Yes, she 
dared to think that word, even though she was innocent 
and somewhat prudish. She also liked his company. To 
enjoy being with a man was important, she decided. 
Very important. 

Only one thing troubled her—his idea that manag¬ 
ing a plantation wasn’t a job for a lady. He had seemed 
to have the impression that Philip should take over 
once he recovered his health. But Philip had neither the 
inclination nor the ambition to manage La Belle Terre 
as it should and must be managed to weather these 
stormy times. 

The suspicion came to her that Keith was perhaps 
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seeing not Philip but himself replacing her in running 
the plantation. This led to other suspicions. Did the 
Markhams really own a huge tobacco and apple 
plantation in Virginia that would be rid of the troubles 
plaguing it once the war ended? If there was no such 
plantation, if Keith were from only a modestly well-off 
family, his manying Miss Flame Amberton of La Belle 
Terre would raise his status in life, perhaps beyond his 
wildest dreams. 

Despite her doubts about him, Flame found that their 
having been together had touched off an emotional 
upheaval in her". As her mind churned with thoughts of 
him, her body was unable to find a comfortable 
position that would permit her to sleep. She twisted and 
turned this way and that, and even squirmed. When she 
thought of the fervor with which he had kissed her the 
moment they first met, she experienced the same sort of 
turmoil as then. 

How nice to be kissed like that again, at this instant. 
How wonderful to have his hands caressing her body in 
its filmy nightgown. How exciting to run her hands 
over his muscular male body. If only . .. 

If he would touch her like this . . . 

Flame ran her hands over herself, feeling her breasts, 
stomach, thighs. The turmoil within her intensified. As 
if of their own volition, her satiny smooth thighs parted 
and exposed the very essence of her femaleness. She 
entwined her fingers in the nest of hair which was the 
same red-brown as that of her head. Her fingers probed, 
and she fantasised that they were Keith’s. She let them 
enter her private self and found that she was swollen 
and moist with desire. 

Such self-indulgence had been rare for Flame since 
she had grown out of her teen years, for there had been 
no man to touch off a yearning in her flesh. The 
yearning was there now because of Keith Markham. 

She let herself be carried away by her fantasy. Her 
pleasure became increasingly intense until she finally 
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let herself burst into an orgasm. After her moment of 
self-induced ecstasy, she was emotionally drained and 
able to sleep. She had a last thought before drifting off. 

He's special enough, and I’ll marry him. Once we’re 
husband and wife, we’ll stay on at La Belle Terre and I, 
being an Ambertcm, will still ride its fields on Centaur 
with my whip. 

She believed she had the means of making Keith her 
slave. 


Chapter Fourteen 


I /ike most women of the occupied dty, Monique 
remained at home, with thedoors locked, because of the 
blue-clad soldiers. Finally she, like the other women, 
was forced to venture out to buy food. She chose a dreary 
day. The bright Louisiana sun was hidden behind 
nearly black clouds from which a drizzle of rain fell. 

Very few soldiers were to be seen because of the 
inclement weather, and they moved briskly down the 
streets as though on duty. It was not until Monique was 
nearly home that she noticed a small group of them 
come from a tavern. Several of them called to her. 

One said, “Come keep a lonely soldier far from home 
company, sweetie!” 

A second said, “Let me buy you a beer, eh, honey?” 

A third said, "I’ll carry your basket for a kiss and a bit 
of a hug, Frenchie! ” 

Two of the group followed her. She walked more 
rapidly, and when turning into Rampart Street, with 
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her house within sight, she began to run. She might 
have gotten inside and locked the door against them but 
for the nervousness caused by their pursuit of her. In 
trying to insert her key into the lock of the door, she 
dropped it to the brick sidewalk. By the time she’d 
retrieved it and gotten the door open, the two men, both 
somewhat drunk, caught up with her. One took hold of 
her arm so she couldn’t slip inside and shut them out. 

“Just what we were looking for," he said, his words 
slurred and his breath foul from liquor. “The prettiest 
little filly in this crummy city inviting us in for supper 
and then a romp in the hay!" 

Monique pulled away from him. then swung her 
market basket with all her might as he tried to grab her 
again. He let out an angry yell and reeled backward as it 
struck him in the face. The contents of the basket were 
now strewn over the sidewalk. The other soldier caught 
her from behind, his hands grasping her breasts. 

"Lord Almighty, what tits she’s got on her!” he 
exclaimed. ’Tor God’s sake, Harry, help me get her 
inside. To hell with her feeding us. Fucking her will be 
all we need! ” 

Monique struggled to get free of him and screamed 
for help, but none seemed to be forthcoming. Few 
people were nearby, and those who were, being civil¬ 
ians, wanted no trouble with the military. The man 
whom she had struck pushed his companion aside. 

“Let me have her, Billy. She’s too much woman for 
you.” 

A giant of a man, he picked the still struggling and 
screaming Monique up in his arms as though she 
weighed nothing at all. He was stepping through the 
doorway with her when a voice with a tone of authority 
barked an order. 

"At ease, you two bastards! And you, you big ox, put 
that woman down!” 

Monique saw that her rescuer was also a soldier. Even 
though still in a state of terror, she realized that he was 
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an officer. Instead of the common forage cap most 
Union soldiers wore, he had a wide-brimmed black 
slouch hat. She was to learn later that he differed from 
the majority of the occupation troops in that he was a 
cavalryman and they were infantrymen. 

Drunk though her attackers were, they caught the 
rage mixed with the authoritative tone of the officer’s 
voice. She was placed back on her feet somewhat 
roughly. She sagged against the doorjamb, weak and 
shaky. The officer gave another order, and the two 
ordinary soldiers began gathering up the meat, vege¬ 
tables, and fruit that lay scattered about. After return ing 
these things to her basket, which she still held, they 
turned and beat a hasty retreat. 

Monique turned to thank the officer, then saw that he 
had gone to pick up a head of cabbage the soldiers had 
overlooked. At that moment the day-long drizzle turned 
into a veritable cloudburst. Common courtesy seemed 
to demand that Monique offer her rescuer shelter from 
the downpour. "Step inside. It may not last long.” 

When they were in her parlor, she realized that it 
wasn't, after all, her house. Its owner —her owner— 
wouldn’t like her having this man in it. She looked at 
her guest with a sense of confusion, not knowing what 
she should say or do. It would take some explaining if 
she were to ask him to leave. She didn’t like the idea of 
telling him—one of the enemy, in spite of his having 
come to her aid—that she was the fille de joie of the 
owner of the house. 

"I’m so grateful to you,” she managed to say, caught 
up by embarrassment. "I assure you, I did nothing to 
encourage those two.” 

"I know you didn’t. I saw the start of the incident 
from farther down the street. I’m grateful to you for 
giving me shelter from that deluge outside. My name, 
by the way, is Forbes. Captain Steven Forbes, U.S. 
Army.” 

“My name is Monique.” 
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"Just Monique?” 

“Yes, just Monique. I've not taken my owner’s 
name.” 

"You’re a slave? But you are—” 

She smiled faintly. "Almost white? Yes, I am, but I 
have one-quarter Negro blood.” Her smile faded, and 
she regarded him with curiosity. "Does that frighten 
you off?” 

He had removed his hat, and she saw that his white 
blood was wholly undiluted. She recalled one of the 
books in John Amberton's study. One of those that had 
fascinated her. It had been about Norsemen and Vi¬ 
kings. There had been many drawings of the people it 
was about: blond-haired, light-eyed, seagoing, warrior 
people. This man was like them. He was over six feet in 
height, very broad of shoulders. He would have been 
ruggedly handsome but for a narrow scar across his left 
cheek—a war wound, she supposed. 

"No, it doesn’t frighten me off,” he said. “On the 
contrary, your being of mixed blood intrigues me. The 
best of both races shows in you, Monique.” 

"Thank you,” she said, feeling suddenly over her 
embarrassment and almost at ease. "But I’m a poor 
hostess. Would you like a cup of chicory?” 

"If you’re having one.” 

"I could do with a cup. Sit down and make yourself at 
home until I fix it,” she said, and went to the kitchen 
with her basket. 

He sat comfortably in Horace Driggs’s favorite chair 
when she returned. He was also puffing on a cheroot. 
He had the courtesy to ask if she minded his smoking, 
offering to get rid of the small cigar if she did. 

"I don’t mind at all. I rather like the smell of tobacco 
smoke. Probably because my first master also smoked 
cigars.” 

"Whatever possessed him to sell you?” 

“He didn’t. He was killed early on in the war. I was 
sold by one of his.daughters. His older daughter, who 
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now runs the family plantation. She happens to be my 
half-sister, by the way.” 

"So such things do take place where slaves are 
owned?" 

"Oh, yes. My father fancied a mulatto wench, and I 
am the result. Sometimes it goes beyond just an affair. 
My half-sister is now planning for a crop of light¬ 
skinned pickaninnies—babies—that she can one day 
sell at a high price. She's having a white youth lie with 
some mulatto wenches." She was curious about him by 
now, and asked, “Where are you from, Captain?” 

He took a sip from his cup, and though he didn’t 
make a face of distaste she knew that he would have 
preferred coffee to the chicory. But the former was one 
of the items made scarce in the Southland by the war. 

‘Tin from Pittsburgh. That’s a big city in Pennsyl¬ 
vania.” 

“Were you always a soldier?” 

He shook his head. “I was employed by a company 
that owns a steel mill and also has oil interests at 
Pithole City. By now I’ve had enough of soldiering to 
wish I were back at my job.” 

"Everybody wishes the war would come to an end,” 
Monique said. "Or is it that you’ve just had enough of 
our city?” 

“I’ve not seen much of it, to tell you the truth. I 
arrived bv a troop transport only two days ago, and I’ve 
been busy getting my company ready to ship upriver. 
We’re to garrison a town named Burke’s Landing.” 

"That's a coincidence," Monique said, bemused. 
"The plantation on which I was bom and grew up is 
only a dozen miles from the Landing.” 

TTiey were silent for a time. Captain Forbes alternat¬ 
ing his sips of chicory with puffs on his cheroot. He wa c 
one of the enemy, but Monique could not see that he 
was in any way a monster. He seemed an extremely nice 
person. She was enjoying having him as a guest. Horace 
Driggs would have been angered by this if he had 
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known. But he was far away in Nassau. 

Finally Steven said, “This is very pleasant for me, 
being in a comfortable house and having an attractive 
young woman for company. But this owner of yours 
. .. Wouldn’t he object to your having another man 
here?” 

Monique gave a little laugh. “You’ve been reading 
my mind. I’ve just been thinking of what he would 
think of my having you here. But he can’t object. He’s 
gone from New Orleans. He owns ships that he had 
running the blockade. He ran away because he feared 
he’d be arrested—sent to prison or even executed.” 

"Do you love him, Monique?” 

She was startled by that blunt question. Love? She 
had never given a thought to being in love with a man. 
Romantic love was for white folks of the aristocratic 
class. Or maybe it was merely something in some of the 
romantic novels in the late John Amberton’s study. 

She shook her head. "No, I’m not in love with him. 
He was kind to me, and he paida great deal of money for 
me. The other person bidding for me at the auction 
owned a bordello.” She shuddered visibly. "I would 
have hated that sort of slavery, and so I fed indebted to 
the man who owns me. But love him . . . no.” 

"Of course you would have hated being in a bordel¬ 
lo,” Steven said. "A woman like you. You seem very 
much a lady.” He smiled at her. “So much of one that I 
must restrain myself from doing the natural thing— 
making advances.” 

She met his light gray eyes with her dark brown ones. 
"They would have been rebuffed, Captain. I only do 
what my master orders. Even with him gone, I’ll do as 
he wants and not have other lovers.” 

“A person of principles. I admire you, Monique. But 
you’re not a happy person, are you?” 

“Does it show so plainly?” 

"It’s there to be seen if one reacts to you as I do.” 

Her lips curled in a bitter smile. “I’m angry inside all 
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the time. I didn’t want to leave the plantation that I 
thought would be my home for life. I hate my half-sister 
for havi ng sold me, when our father expressly said I was 
never to be sold. I hate her even more because I learned 
recently that he put it in his will that I was to be freed in 
the event of his death. I was also to be given two 
thousand dollars if I preferred to leave La Belle Terre. I 
don’t care about the money, really, but I become furious 
each time I think that, according to John Amberton’s 
will, I am supposed to be freed.” 

"There’s something you can do about it,” he told her. 
‘Take those people into court.’’ 

“I had that advice from a friend of John Amberton 
only recently. But what chance would a slave have in a 
white man’s court? I may not show my nigger blood, 
but I would be regarded as a nigger. And the Amber- 
tons could say there was no will mentioning me. Maybe 
they could produce one the master made out earlier, in 
which I wasn’t mentioned.” 

" You have the wrong attitude, Monique. A negative 
outlook. You are, after all, a human being first, and 
then a slave. You’re a person in your own right. It’s up 
to you to fight and make others accept you as one.” 

Her smile was bleak now. “So Mr. Amberton’s friend 
told me. Get a lawyer, he said. Take the family into 
court if necessary. But that’s not possible. My present 
owner, Mr. Driggs, left me some money, but only 
enough to live on for a couple of months. Unless he 
somehow sends me more . . . Well, I don’t know what 
I’ll do. I certainly can’t afford an attorney.” 

Steven’s cheroot had gone out. He laid the butt on the 
saucer of his chicory cup there on the table. He sat lost 
in thought for a time. Monique decided that he was 
indeed a ruggedly handsome man. Not even the scar on 
his left cheek marred his virile good looks. She had the 
fleeting thought that this was the sort of man she would 
like to have for her owner. Maybe with him she would 
find enjoyment in being a fille <U joie. 
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Strangely, she had no feeling that he was one of the 
enemy. But then the soldiers from the north weren’t 
the enemies of the black people. She had heard the 
house servants at La Belle Terre talk, in whispers, that 
Mr. Lincoln would free the slaves. She had paid little 
attention to such conjecture. She couldn’t imagine a 
world in which people of black blood would not be in 
bondage to the whites. But she found herself liking this 
man in the enemy’s blue uniform. He might be the 
enemy of the Flame Ambertons of this world, but he 
wasn’t hers. 

"Suppose I made you a loan,” he said finally. 
“Would you then have the gumption to take on the 
Ambertons in a legal battle?” 

"Oh, I couldn’t take money from you, sir.” 

" Why not, when we’re friends? We are friends, aren’t 
we? After all, I kept you from being brutalized by those 
two drunks. And you've given me shelter from the 
downpour. You’re having me in your house as a guest. 
Look, Monique; I’d like to know that you’re going to 
take on those people and try to beat them at their own 
game.” 

She felt a stirring of hope within her. Since she had 
won one white person over to feeling sorry for her, she 
might be able to bring others around to understanding 
and sympathizing with her plight. 

“Will you make the try if I loan you some money? ” 
Steven persisted. “Have you the spunk of your white 
blood to go at it tooth and claw?” 

“I’d like to think I have.” 

"All right,” he said, rising. “I’ll be on my way now. 
It’s stopped raining cats and dogs. I have only paper 
money on me at the moment—some Federal, some 
Confederate—and with the war going the way it is, hard 
cash will be demanded. So I’ll return this evening with a 
few hundred dollars in gold and silver coin. All right?” 

She too rose, saying, "You are welcome to come 
again. Captain.” A thought came, taking a strong hold 
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on her. It was in reality temptation. “Would you like to 
come for dinner?” 

“I would indeed,” he said, smiling at her. "What 
time?” 

“Could you make it at, say, six-thirty?” 

"I’ll be here with bells on, as the saying has it.” 

"See you then, Captain.” 

When he was gone, Monique plunged into a flurry of 
activity. First of all, she gave the parlor a thorough 
dusting and tidying up. She planned the meal she 
would serve him while so occupied. She would make a 
gumbo soup, of course, and a crabmeat omelet. She had 
bought a small roast of beef at the market this after¬ 
noon. She would start a wood fire in the kitchen’s one 
modem convenience, a combination range and oven, 
and put the meat in the latter. Candied yams, of course. 
And biscuits. She looked at the wall clock in the parlor. 
She would have to hurry. 

When six-thirty drew close, she lamented not having 
a dining room. They would have to eat at the kitchen 
table, like servants. She would have liked to set a 
splendid table for him, as was always done at La Belle 
Terre for the evening meal. 

But she was only a slave. And, may she be forgiven, 
she was about to feed another man with what she had 
bought with money given her by her owner. Horace 
Driggs would be infuriated if he knew . . . 

She also had at this time a small fear that the captain • 
would not come. She told herself he might have 
forgotten her the instant he left the house. Or duty 
might interfere. But prompdy at six-thirty, his knock¬ 
ing sounded at the door. 

She took a minute to remove her apron and primp at 
her hair. Her face was flushed from all that work over 
the hot stove, but she could do nothing about that. She 
went to open the door to him, excitement gripping her. 

“Am I too early?” he asked. 

"Not by a minute,” she told him. "The food is ready to 
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be placed on the table. I’m sorry we’ll have to dine in the 
kitchen, but maybe the meal will make up for that.” 

Steven said that he was sure it would, then handed her 
his hat. She placed it in the wardrobe. He took a 
chamois pouch with a drawstring from a pocket of his 
uniform and held it out to her. 

"Two hundred eighty-five dollars. It was all I could 
raise on such short notice. Nobody wants to give hard 
cash for paper money during these days of uncertainly. 
But this should get you through your legal action. By 
the way, is Burke’s Landing the county seat, or will you 
have to file suit elsewhere?" 

"It’s the county seat,” she said. “Though in Louisi¬ 
ana a county is called a parish.” 

"Ah, so I’ve learned something new." He had a sense 
of humor that made her like him even more. “You’ll 
have to go Burke’s Landing to take action, then. Maybe 
we’ll run into each other there and keep our friendship 
flourishing.” 

She held the pouch, heavy with coins, uncertain that 
she was doing right by accepting it. "I may never be able 
to repay this.” 

"Don’t worry about that. There’s plenty more where 
it came from. You see, my family owns that steel mill 
and those oil wells.” 

“And I took you to be an ordinary factory worker.” 

"If I had been, I would still have gotten the money for 
you somehow." 

"Are you always so generous, Captain?" 

" Would you do me the favor of call ing me Steve? I get 
a little weary of being called by my rank.” 

“All right, Steve," Monique said. "But, you know, 
you’re awfully trusting. I could have told you a big lie, 
hoping to get money from you." 

He looked her squarely in the eyes. “You didn’t,” he 
said. “I have a good feeling about you, Monique. And I 
trust my instinct when it comes to sizing people up.” 

So Monique accepted the loan. 
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The dinner went well, with Steven eating as though 
he were starved for home cooking and enjoyed every¬ 
thing she served. She had dipped into her owner's stock 
of liquor and served red wine with the roast beef. She 
was especially pleased when Steven complimented her 
on her cooking, by saying he couldn’t have had a better 
meal at home. 

When they were seated in the parlor, he with another 
of his cheroots, he turned serious. 

“I’ve been thinking about your case against the 
Ambertons. This friend of the late John Amberton . . . 
Would he testify on your behalf, do you think? Or at 
least write out and sign a deposition to the fact that he 
knows you were to be freed itrthe event of Amberton's 
death?” 

"I believe he would. He was so very friendly toward 
me. And he seemed to think that Flame—that’s my half- 
sister—did me a great wrong by selling me.” 

“When you’ve retained a lawyer, you should have 
him contact the friend. Is he a man of any importance, 
by the way? The friend, I mean.” 

“Oh, yes,” Monique said, at last believing she could 
win her freedom and therefore repay Flame for having 
done such a spiteful thing to her. “He gave up living on 
his plantation because there was no longer a market for 
cotton. But he also has business interests here in the 
city. Yes, he is a man of importance.” 

"Good,” Steven said. "You have your lawyer get in 
touch with him.” 

“I will, I promise.” 

Steven nodded, then said no more. He made himself 
more comfortable in his chair and seemed to be 
relishing his cheroot. 

“I've the entire night off duty, because my company is 
boarding a boat for the trip upriver tomorrow. If I stay 
longer than you like. . .Well, I can take a hint, if it isn’t 
too subtle." 

“I’ll let you know when I’m tired of your company," 
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Monique said, but at this moment she knew she didn’t 
want him to leave until he was ready to go. 

She also decided that if he wanted her in the way that 
Horace Driggs had, she would give herself to him. To 
her surprise, she found that she wished he would want 
her. He showed no signs that he had that on his mind, 
but maybe the desire for her was there in him. For didn't 
men always want to make love, whenever, wherever, 
and with whomever they could? 

So far as Monique knew, the answer to that question 
was yes. 



Chapter Fifteen 


Monique found that a miracle was happening to her. 
She was all feeling. The whole of her being was 
wondrous sensation. She had Steve Forbes to thank for 
it. He had first aroused desire in her, then caused it to 
flare up into wild passion. Somehow he had made her a 
complete woman. He had demanded it of her. Her 
naked body writhed beneath his on the bed, the same 
bed she had shared with her owner, in an ecstasy that 
was almost unendurable. 

She had of course permitted the miracle to happen, 
for she had said, out of the blue, " Would you like to go 
to bed with me?” 

She now remembered him saying, matter-of-factly, 
“Of course I would." 

"I should warn you that I’m not very good at that sort 
of thing." 

“The hell you’re not," he said, grinning. 

Minutes later they were upstairs, stripped of their 
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clothing and mingling their flesh in what was a new 
experience for Monique. New because he knew how to 
make every fiber of her being come alive. He had taken 
her through a rather rough loveplay, arousing her by 
measured force and making her want him. 

Jubal had taken her savagely, Pierre gently. Horace 
had always been in a hurry to satisfy his lust, giving her 
to think that she was but an inanimate vessel into which 
he spewed his semen. 

But Steve teased and titillated her for a long time 
before entering her. He left no part of her untouched by 
his demanding lips and seeking hands. He showered 
kisses upon her face, her ears, her throat. He ran his 
fingers through her hair, feeling of its fine texture. He 
toyed with her breasts so energetically that some of her 
feeling was close to pain. He took the nipple of first one 
and then the other into his mouth, sucking at them. He 
massaged the full, firm mounds, and with the pressure 
he exerted she felt fresh waves of sensation course 
through her. 

He might have been worshipping at a shrine of her 
femaleness in a well-learned ritual. He came finally to 
her thighs, which she parted for him, and manipulated 
her with a forefinger. He knew how to touch off the 
most intense reaction in her. She continued to writhe 
with that exquisite response until she was forced to cry 
out and plead with him to take her in the ultimate 
embrace. 

When they were as one, she was caught up by a frenzy 
of passion. She wrapped her arms about his hard male 
body, and her legs as well. She locked her mouth to his 
and probed with her tongue. She pleaded with him 
again. 

"Please, Steve, please! Make me know what it’s really 
like—for the first time!” 

He had great endurance. Each time he sensed that she 
was on the verge of a climax, he held back so she was 
kept from total ecstasy. He seemed to want to prolong 
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their lovemaking the whole night through, buteventu- 
ally he was unable to keep her from an orgasm. 

Monique cried, "No—oh, no! It can’t be this wonder¬ 
ful!" 

Her entire being was wracked with delicious feeling 
for what seemed an eternity, but was in reality only for 
the duration of a few pounding heartbeats. 

She was spent, sated, and yet she still had the 
pleasurable experience of Steven's coming to bursting 
within her. She cherished his climactic upheaval to the 
final, tiny spasm that drained away all the passion 
remaining to him. Her happiness in having had this 
miracle happen to her was boundless. 

Later, as they lay side by side in a loose embrace, he 
said, " You are a prefabricator, sweetheart. No woman 
could enjoy lovemaking so much without having had 
plenty of experience." 

Monique found it important that he didn't believe 
such a thing. "Let me tell you about myself, will you, 
please?” 

"I can hardly stop you. But as for believing you..." 

*TH tell you the truth, Steve." She was almost frantic 
in her need to make him think well of her. "There’s no 
poin t in my lying to you, after all. Once you leave me we 
may never meet again. So why should I lie?” 

"You’ve a good point there. So tell me." 

Earnest of tone, she toldhim of her initiation into sex 
in the brutal way that the black gardener named Jubal 
had raped her. She even went on to explain how the 
guilty buck had been punished by John Amberton. She 
told him how she had always shied away from the male 
field hands due to a fear that such a thing would happen 
to her again. 

"I was only thirteen when it happened, and until I 
was twenty-one I never let another man get close 
enough to touch me.” 

She then told him of her admiration and fondness for 
the Ambertons’ butler, Pierre, and how she had one 
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night let him come to her quarters. She explained that it 
had been as nothing for her. She hadn't been aroused 
except to a mild state of desire. She’d experienced no 
passion, no sensation. The sexual act had left her 
feeling not merely unfulfilled but unsatisfied. And 
Pierre had never made advances to her again. 

“Then a few months ago I was sold ...” 

She explained Flame’s reason for having sold her, 
then added, "I was put on the vendue table at the French 
Exchange here in New Orleans. A woman who owns a 
brothel bid for me, as did Horace Driggs. Fortunately 
for me, he was able to make the highest bid. If you knew 
him, Steve, you would know that my making love with 
him couldn’t have been as it was with you just now.” 

When he made no reply, she said, "Damn it. I’ve told 
you the truth. I’ve never been like this with any man but 
you! ” 

“ You know something?” he said. ‘1 believe you.” He 
tightened his arms about her. "I really do. Tonight you 
learned what it’s really like to make love. We were 
damned good together, weren’t we?” 

"Do you know something, Captain Steven Forbes?” 
She was suddenly angry. "I don’t like you very much. I 
don’t think I like you at all.” 

"Now that is feminine illogic, for sure. Why don’t 
you like me?” 

"Because you wouldn’t take me at my word.” 

"Your performance misled me, sweetheart.” 

Monique had never expected a man to use that word 
of endearment to her. But neither had she ever expected 
to enjoy lovemaking. She moved closer and cuddled 
against him. 

"I’ll never forget you for as long as I live,” she said. 
"You’ve done more for me than-you’ll ever know. I 
really believed that I would always be different from 
other women because of what that awful Jubal did to 
me when I was so young and innocent. Maybe I’ll never 
have another night like this, but at least I’ll have the 
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memory that for once I was completely a woman.” 

"I hope you have many more such nights, Monique.” 

Even as Steve told her that, she thought that such a 
thing wasn’t possible. Just any man wouldn’t do. She 
could experience desire, passion and ecstasy only with 
him, and he, enemy soldier that he was, would go out of 
her life forever once he left her tonight. 

As usual. Flame was taking care of the plantation’s 
affairs when the news arrived at La Belle Terre that New 
Orleans had fallen to the Union forces under Admiral 
Farragut and Major General Butler. 

Keith Markham brought her the disturbing word. 
She was at the orchard, dressing Matt Hagarthy down 
in no uncertain terms for not keeping the peach 
saplings properly watered, when she saw a rider ap¬ 
proaching. To her surprise, it was Keith. This was the 
first time he had risked his wounded leg on horseback. 

She rode to meet him, thinking that something had 
gone wrong at the house. “What is it, Keith? Has 
something happened? Is it Phil—taken sick again?” 

He shook his head as he reined his horse in, facing 
hers. Something was indeed wrong, she knew. She had 
never before seen him look so troubled. Normally he 
was amiable of expression. 

"The mailman just came through," he said. “He 
gave us some very bad news. The enemy has taken New 
Orleans. I thought you’d want to know at once.” 

Flame’s face took on a stricken look. “Oh, that can’t 
be! Why, everyone has always said that the forts 
guarding the dty are impregnable!" 

“Mr. Petty’s information is that Farragut bombarded 
the forts from small craft and then sailed his larger 
warships past them, taking only a small amount of 
damage. At any rate, the Union army has occupied the 
aty. 

“And there are no Confederate troops on hand to 
retake it,” Flame said. “I heard the last time I was at the 
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Landing that General Lee has too few men to defend the 
South, let alone drive the enemy troops bark north. 

Shattering as this news was, she thought of Keith. 
"Should you have ridden out here with your wound 
still not healed? You must think of yourself, you 
know>' * 

"I’m quite all right. And, as 1 said, I thought you 

would want to be told as soon as possible.” 

"For all 1 can do about it,” Flame said, bitterly 
"Keith, what’s going to happen? All of Umisiana will 
surely be taken now. What will it mean for us—for the 

civilian population?” . _. 

"It’s going to mean trouble.” He was grave indeed. 
"The rank and file of the Federal armies are not to be 
feared by civilians. But there are always deserters^and 
they join up in gangs to do what deviltry they can. Then 
there are the slaves to worry about. There will surely be 
uprisings of the niggers in many places. Maybe not by 
those here at La Belle Terre, but precautions should be 
taken. Another thing to worry about is the cam in a 1 
element that exists in every area. Its members will take 
advantage of the situation, since there will be a general 
breakdown of law and order. Then there are those 
fugitives that were discussed at dinner my first night 
here, the ones that hide in some swamp.” 

"Malheur Swamp,” Flame said. 

He nodded. “It occurs to me that they may come from 
hiding and go on a rampage, once they realize that the 
Union soldiers won’t bother to maintain civilian law 
and order If that buck who fled from here should hold a 
grudge against you . . . Well, none of this is pleasant to 
talk about, but we must prepare for any eventuality. 

Flame was suddenly worried, realizing that he knew 
from experience what happened in areas taken over by 
enemy troops. There was a possibility that Samson— 
and Jubal too—held a grudge against the Ambertons. 
The only law-enforcement body in the parish was the 
sheriff and his deputies. They had managed to keep the 
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peace generally, but had never been able to round up the 
maroons of Malheur Swamp. She could believe that 
things might get wholly out of hand if Union troops 
occupied Burke’s Landing. 

She asked, ‘‘What would you suggest I do?” 

“We’ve got to prepare some sort of defense against 
any possible sort of trouble,” Keith replied. “We 
should maintain a constant guard so we’re not taken 
by surprise. Do you have any arms at the house— 
guns and ammunition?” 

He used the plural pronoun, she noticed. He was 
making himself a party to handling the affairs of the 
plantation. That didn’t bother her greatly under the 
present circumstances. She might well be grateful for 
his help. 

"My father had several guns. He would go on 
occasional hunting trips. We still have them.” 

“I’ll have a look at them and make sure they’re in 
working order. How far can we depend on Matt 
Hagarthy?” 

"He’ll certainly do what he must to protea La Belle 
Terre, since it’s his home.” 

"He won’t run?" 

"Oh, no. He’d realize that I’d never take him back 
afterward if he did.” 

"Then we can count on him in case of trouble. Then 
there are the slaves. Would you trust any of them in a 
time of crisis?" 

“Well, there's Pierre. He’s praaically one of the 
family.” 

“Good. That means we have myself, Hagarthy, 
Pierre, and of course Phil will do the best he can for the 
shape he’s in.” Keith considered a moment, his hand¬ 
some face grave. "We should have more. Are there any 
of the other slaves you trust to be loyal?" 

“We’ve always had good relations with the majority 
of them. Only a few have ever had to be put to the 
whipping post. Samson was the only troublemaker in 

177 



years. Then there was Jubal, eight years ago. Father had 
him punished and sold for raping Monique. He 
escaped from his new owner and fled into the swamp. 
Since he was never heard of again, he might still be 
there.” Flame too was thoughtful now. "Those two— 
Samson and Jubal—probably do bear us a grudge. 
They might want revenge on us. But the other slaves are 
certainly loyal to La Belle Terre. 1 doubt that we’ll have 
an uprising here.” • 

"I’m wondering if there are a few bucks we could get 
to fight alongside us if trouble comes.” 

"I’m sure there are, but they don't know how to use 
guns." 

“I can train them to handle firearms,” Keith said. 

He seemed very much in command. His officer’s 
training, she supposed. At the same time she felt a mild 
resentment over his assuming that she couldn’t take 
charge on her own. 

"Here’s what we’ll do,” he said. “I’ll have a talk with 
Phil, Hagarthy, and Pierre this evening. We’ll check 
out your father's guns, and we’ll discuss the possibility 
of arming a few of the slaves. Then we'll have to arrange 
for guards to be posted, especially against a night 
attack.” 

"That might be the wise thing to do,” Flame said, 
though she was wondering if the situation was all that 
dangerous. "It’s always good to be prepared. But I can’t 
quite see why the arrival of Union soldiers in Louisiana 
should cause trouble for the civilian population.” 

Keith gave her a rueful smile. "Take it from me, my 
dear. All kinds of scoundrels show up in the wake of a 
conquering army.They’re like scavengers, preying on 
the defenseless people who are no longer protected by 
their own soldiers. And you can be sure that for a long 
time to come the Union troops now in Louisiana are 
not going to concern themselves with keeping the 
civilians safe from such riffraff. It happened in 
Virginia.” 
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He swung his horse close to Flame’s, then reached out 
to touch her on the arm. “My main concern is you, 
believe me. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if anything 
happened to you.” 

"Maybe we’re being too fearful, Keith—borrowing 
trouble.” 

He shook his head. "No, we're not. Trouble will 
come. And may God be on our side when it does.” 

He seemed to bel ieve this to such an exten t that Flame 
began to feel a measure of alarm. She suddenly reversed 
her feeling toward him. She no longer resented his 
taking over, at least when it can to defending the 
plantation. As a matter of fact, she was glad he was 
capable of doing so. 

"Just don’t overtire yourself," she told him. "Keep it 
in mind that you must take care of your wound.” 

He gave her another smile, this one with fondness in 
it. 

"Where your safety is concerned,” he said, "to hell 
with my wound.” 

"Thank you, Keith,” Flame said. “1 like knowing 
you care. Especially when I'm not, as you must realize by 
now, the nicest person in the world.” 

"I can find no fault with you.” 

"You don’t think ill of me for having wanted Samson 
punished to such an extreme? Or for having sold 
Monique? ” 

He shook his head. "Since I was also bom and raised 
on a plantation and know what niggers are like. I’d 
have acted in the same way. I admire you for running La 
Belle Terre in your father’s place.' Not many ladies 
could have done it so well. I marvel that you were able 
to.” 

His words pleased her, of course. Then he said more, 
and her pleasure turned sour. 

"I want to relieve you of your burden, though,” he 
said. "I want to get my strength back and then take over 
for you so you can have the proper sort of life for a lady. 

179 



I realize that Phil isn’t capable of running a plantation. 
And since there is no other man . . . Well, I intend to 
take La Belle Terre off your lovely shoulders as soon as 
my wound permits me to put in a full day’s work.” 

Flame turned cold, as she might have if a bucket of icy 
water had been thrown in her face. He didn’t under¬ 
stand her. He didn’t realize that managing La Belle 
Terre was what made her life worthwhile. She made a 
sudden resolution. She would let him plan for the 
defense of the plantation against possible danger, but 
she would never let him become involved in the actual 
running of La Belle Terre. Her fantasizing about him 
last night was wiped totally from her mind. She had no 
fond thoughts for him at the moment. 

"You’re forgetting something,” she said, a chilling 
bite to her voice. "You’ll be returning to your own 
plantation in Virginia once the war is over. You’ll be 
needed there, surely.” 

He shook his head. “My father is still not so old that 
he can’t run it. Besides, my brother has decided that he 
will take over when the time comes. He has a love for 
Markham Manor that I lack. And the more luck to him 
for it, I say.” 

Flame thought it strange indeed that a man should 
have no strong ties to the plantation on which he was 
bom and raised. 

"The truth is,” Keith continued, ’Tve come to like 
Louisiana, even though I’ve seen so little of it, more 
than I do Virginia.” He gave her a most charming 
smile. “Can you guess the reason for that?" 

She strove for a lighthearted response. “I'm not even 
going to try,” she said, then turned her horse away from 
his. “I must get back to the fields. I’ve an idea that I’ll 
have to see that the slaves dig an irrigation ditch for 
some young peach trees I had planted recently. Matt 
Hagarthy is letting those saplings dry out by not having 
the field hands carry water to them in buckets. But 
thank you for bringing me the news of what’s happened 
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at New Orleans—bad news though it was." 

He had the last word, calling after her, "Matt 
Hagarthy needs a man giving him orders. He doesn't 
take you seriously enough, sweetheart.’’ 

Flame raised her right hand to let him know she’d 
heard. She found herself relieved to be away from him, 
for she knew now beyond all doubt that his ambition 
was to be master of La Belle Terre one day. 



Chapter Sixteen 


.Tlame made it her business to attend the after-dinner 
meeting that took place, on Keith’s suggestion, in the 
study. Philip was present, looking in slightly better 
health than when he'd arrived home. Matt Hagarthy 
came over from his little house, having been summoned 
by Pierre on Keith’s orders. And the butler too was 
present, since Flame had told him that she wanted him 
there. 

Taking over, almost as though he were alread) 
the master of La Belle Terre, Keith said, "Gentlemen 
and Miss Amberton, I've called this meeting for the 
purpose of discussing ways of handling any trouble 
that may develop due to the Union forces having 
invaded Louisiana. 

"I'm told by Miss Amberton that law enforcement in 
this parish is so lax that the fugitive slaves in Malheur 
Swamp have never been dealt with. Aside from the 
possible threat of their going on a rampage, other 
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terrible things could develop. I have heard, as Phil has, 
about the terrible things that can take place once an area 
is cleared of defeated Confederate soldiers. 

"One would think that evil men come crawling out 
of hiding where they’ve been waiting for the opportuni¬ 
ty to take advantage of a disaster. Looters, vandals, 
arsonists, rapists, killers . . . Phil and I have seen 
plantation houses stripped of their valuables and then 
set afire. Isn’t that so, my friend?” 

Philip nodded. "Yes. We’ve seen defenseless men, 
women, and even children who had been brutalized. 
We’ve even seen women who had been violated by 
numerous men. This was after we recovered territory 
the Union troops had seized. The men who perpetrated 
these atrocities were not of the enemy army. Oh, some 
may have been deserters. But more were slaves who had 
run amok because they believed the coming of the 
Union soldiers meant they were now free. Then there 
were bands of just plain criminals.” 

"Exactly,’’ Keith said. "Now I’m told that we have a 
bad situation in this area—a band of fugitive slaves 
living in a nearby swamp. These niggers will surely 
emerge from their hideouts to take advantage of the 
defeat of the Confederate army in this state. I under¬ 
stand that two of these fugitives—maroons, I believe 
they are called—may bear grudges against the Amber- 
ton family. As a matter of fact, I fear them more than I 
do any of the other vicious men who will be prowling 
behind the backs of the Union troops.” 

Taking in every word, Flame had to admit that Keith 
was enough of a spellbinder to sway the thinking of 
other men. Philip, Matt Hagarthy, and Pierre were 
giving him their full attention. 

“So La Belle Terre must be prepared,” Keith contin¬ 
ued. “I’m assured by Miss Amberton that her father left 
behind some firearms. We must make sure of these 
guns—of their numbers and condition. Fortunately, I 
have my service revolver, and so does Phil. But we 
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should have rifles as well.” 

Silent all this while, Flame now said, "Pierre can 
show you the guns.” She glanced at the buder and 
nodded. 

Pierre went to a tall, narrow cabinet to one side of the 
fireplace, opened its door, and took two long guns from 
it. He went to the desk, behind which Keith stood, and 
laid them on it. 

"This is an English rifle, sir,” he said. "A Hawkins. 
The other is a Harper’s Ferry breechloader. Both fine 
weapons. The master used them for hunting game.” 

Keith took up each rifle in turn and examined it 
carefully, saying finally, "They could do with a thor¬ 
ough cleaning and oiling.” 

"I’ll take care of that first thing tomorrow, sir,” 
Pierre said. 

"No, thanks. I’d rather do it myself. Is this the crop?” 

"No, sir. There’s a Navy Colt revolver and a derringer 
pistol. The master didn’t like handguns. Didn’t use 
them hardly at all, except to kill snakes or varmints. 
You want them too, sir?” 

“Yes, fetch them. And what about cartridges for the 
lot?” 

"There’s plenty of ammunition in the cellar, sir.” 

"Bring it up here in the morning. We’ll use this room 
as our arsenal. Do you personally have any weapons, 
Pierre?" 

“No, sir. I wouldn’t dare to.” 

Keith looked at Matt Hagarthy. “And you?” 

“I have my revolver,” the overseer said. “It’s a Navy 
Colt, like the one you’ve got there. And I have a single¬ 
shot shotgun over at my house.” 

Keith considered a moment, his expression troubled. 

Finally, shaking his head, he said, “We could do 
with, say, half a dozen more good, modem rifles.” He 
looked at Flame. “Is there a merchant at Burke’s 
Landing who stocks firearms?” 

She appeared uncertain. “ With the Confederate army 
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needing arms so badly, I’d imagine that Barton’s 
Mercantile, which did stock firearms before the war, 
must have sold out long ago. Still, I'll make the trip to 
town in the morning and see if I can buy some.” She 
rose from her chair, looking at Pierre. “Go to the stable 
and tell Elijah to have the carriage team hitched up by 
eight o’clock.” 

“Yes, Missie. Right away.” 

She looked soberly at the other men, all three of 
whom were grave of expression. "I hope all this 
worrying we’re doing will turn out to be for nothing.” 
She forced a smile. “And with that hope, I’ll say good 
night.” 

As she started from the room, Keith said, “Oh, Miss 
Amberton . . . could I have a word in private with you, 
please?” 

She hesitated, then shook her head. "I’m suddenly 
very tired. Lieutenant. Can’t it keep until morning?” 

She was quite sure he had a romantic notion or two in 
mind. His disappointed expression told her she was 
right. Let him be disappointed, she told herself as she 
left the study. He was too fast in trying to take over the 
running of La Belle Tene and in his attempt to draw, 
her into a love affair. 

Tonight, perhaps because of the worries he had 
touched off in her, she did not lie wakeful because of 
thoughts of him. She fell asleep almost immediately. 

The carriage and team were waiting when she came 
from the house in the morning, dressed fashionably but 
sedately for her visit to town. Elijah sat on the driver’s 
seat, holding the reins of the pair of matched bays. He 
was in his coachman’s livery, complete with top hat and 
white gloves. Seldom worn any more, the outfit was 
rumpled and rather shabby. Young Tobey was using a 
cloth to wipe a last few spots off the team’s gleaming 
harness. His young face was a study in disappointment. 

"Can’t see why I can’t be riding along, Missie 
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Flame,” the boy said. "Elijah, now, he getting old and 
falls fast asleep any old time. He could run off the road 
and be getting you hurt, Missie. You sure you ain’t 
wanting me along?” 

"I’ll let you drive the carriage when you’re a little 
older, Tobey. Right now, you have both your own and 
Elijah’s work to do at the stable.” 

" You be meaning that I can drive some day, Missie? ” 

"Of course I mean it.” 

He helped her get in on the rear seat of the carnage, 
saying he would remind her he was to drive when he 
had grown some more. When she was settled, Elijah 
rein-slapped the bays into motion. At that instant 
someone called out to her. 

"Flame, wait!” 

She looked back. Keith Markham was coming from 
the house. He was without his cane today and, it seemed 
to her, limping more noticeably than usual. She told 
Elijah to pull up. 

"What is it, Keith?” 

"I was hoping for an invitation to keep you company 
on your trip.” 

She regarded him with amusement, thinking that he 
never stopped trying. Since she was in good spirits this 
morning, probably because she was taking a day off 
from managing the plantation, she nodded laughingly. 

“You’re invited.” 

He gave her a cocky grin. "I was sure I would be,” he 
said, and pulled himself inside to sit beside her. The 
effort caused him to grimace with pain. 

"Keith, you shouldn’t be without your cane,” she 
said, guessing at the reason for his look of strain. “Let 
me send Tobey for it.” 

“No, absolutely not.” His voice had taken on a new 
firmness. “If I’m to be in charge of the defense of this 
plantation. I’m not doing it while leaning on a damned 
stick. I’m through with that cane, my dear Flame. I’m 
standing on my own two feet alone from now on.” 
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"You’re being very foolish. You may end up with 
more of a limp than you would if you took care. And if 
you're doing this to impress me . . . well, I don’t need 
impressing. I think you’ve been as much of a hero as 
you need to be.” 

"I can’t see you being impressed by anything less 
than a whole man, Flame.” 

She didn’t reply to that. She called toTobey, intend¬ 
ing to have him go inside for the cane. 

“It’s no go, Flame,” Keith said. “If you have him 
fetch it. I’ll throw it away. Damn it. I’m going to be the 
sort of man you deserve to have as an escort.” 

She gazed at him frowningly for a moment, then told 
Elijah to drive on. She realized with a sense of dismay 
that at this point in their relationship Keith had proven 
himself stronger of will than herself. 

They traveled in silence for several miles. She was 
annoyed with him almost to the point of anger, and he, 
aware of it, seemed not to know what to say to get her 
over her bad humor. 

Flame enjoyed being away from the daily grind of 
seeing to the operations of La Belle Terre. She felt like a 
child playing hookey from school—a bit guilty. Finally 
she looked at her companion with a wry smile. 

“It’s too pleasant a day for anyone to be angry. I’ll 
overlook you being so foolish—this time.” 

"I knew you would, eventually.” 

• "You’re very sure of me, aren’t you?” 

That turned him serious, almost grave. "I wish I 
were. All I know about you is that you’re the most 
desirable girl I've ever known. That, and some gossip 
I’ve heard.” 

"Gossip? What sort of gossip? ” 

“That there’s never been a man in your life. I learned 
this from Jeanette. She told me you turned suitors away 
by the dozens before the war. She insists that you’re 
determined to be an old maid because of La Belle 
Terre.” 
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"At eighteen a girl doesn’t know nearly as much 
she believes she does. Being an old maid is a prospect 
that fills me with horror.” 

"Good. Now I can hope." 

Flame didn’t ask what it was that he could hope. She 
knew, of course. He had decided that he was the man to 
keep her from being an old maid. 

And what have you decided, Flame Amberton? 

She didn’t know about him other than that she had 
the impression he was too good to be true. That and 
some small, nagging doubts about him. One of those 
doubts came of his never saying he yearned to go home 
and see how his family was faring. Another was that he 
never once mentioned feeling even a little homesick. He 
seemed to be making La Belle Terre his home. 

The morning was indeed pleasant, the sunlight 
warm, while a breeze from the direction of the river kept 
the weather from becoming uncomfortably hot. They 
drove past the Creighton plantation and she explained 
to Keith that it had been abandoned when the market 
for cotton collapsed. She also mentioned that the 
Creightons were sufficiently well off financially to have 
moved to New Orleans due to their having business 
interests there. They passed the Harper farm with its 
impoverished appearance, and she realized that she 
hadn’t had Davey come to service the mulatto wenches 
since Philip and Keith arrived. She made a mental note 
to send Tobey to give Davey a message to come again to 
bed Lulu and the other mulatto wench who hadn’t yet 
showed signs of having conceived. 

They were within half a mile of the town when they 
saw a horseman coming toward them at a gallop. When 
the rider drew close, Flame recognized him as Davey * 
Harper. He reined his horse to a walk and then pulled it 
to a stop when Elijah, on Flame’s orders, brought his 
team to a halt. 

"Why are you riding as though a demon is after you, 
Davey?” 
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"It’s them Union soldiers, Miss Amberton,” the 
youth said, his voice quivering with excitement. 
"They've come to the Landing and are taking over the 
whole toyn. Ain’t none of our soldiers to stop them. 
They're cavalrymen. They were coming ashore from a 
riverboat with their horses when I left town. I ran for it, 
not wanting them to catch me for once having fought 
against them. I'm going to tell my folks and then maybe 
I’d better light out and hide in the woods, just in case 
they round up men who fought against them.” 

He rode on, again lifting his horse to a gallop. 

“A man, hecalls himself,” Keith commented. "He’s a 
mere boy. Small wonder the North is winning the war if 
many of our troops are like him.” 

Flame held her tongue. She had no intention of 
telling him that Davey was all the man he needed to be, 
since he had already gotten three of her mulatto 
wenches pregnant. As yet he had no idea whether or not 
he approved of her planned breeding of those mulat- 
toes. 

Keith said, "Maybe we should turn back. We don’t 
want a ruckus with any poorly disciplined Yankees.” 

"No, we're not turning back. We’ll go on and do what 
we planned to do. I won’t be frightened off by some 
enemy soldiers who have no quarrel with me.” She told 
Elijah to drive on, adding, "Go straight to Barton’s 
Mercantile.” She spoke to Keith again. "If we should be 
stopped and questioned by those Union soldiers, I have 
a list of items I intend to buy for the kitchen. Nothing 
need be said about any guns.” 

Their destination, a large general store, was located 
close to the riverfront, and they could see the orderly 
confusion of blue-dad soldiers disembarking with their 
mounts from a stem wheeler. Even at a distance Flame 
could make out the man who was obviously the outfit’s 
commanding officer. He was already dockside, and 
every so often he called out an order when some 
entanglement took place among the men and horses. 
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Some of the mounts were balky, fearful of descending 
the ramp from boat to dock. 

This Yankee officer was a blond giant of a man, not 
much younger than Keith. From what Flame could see 
of his men, they were mostly young but had about them 
the look of battle-hardened veterans. More importantly 
to a woman’s eyes, they were adequately uniformed, as 
though the Federal government took proper care of its 
fighting men. They were not shabbily garbed troops 
such as made up the armies of the Confederacy. The 
morale of these Union soldiers would be high, she 
thought with dismay. 

"Not many of them,” Keith said. "Just a company, 
commanded by a captain.” 

"They’re so ... so capable looking,” Flame said. 
" We can’t win over such troops, if they’re all like these. 
We haven’t a chance.” 

"I don’t agree with that,” Keith replied. “Nor does 
General Lee. If he did, he would surrender.” 

A few people of the town had gathered near the docks 
to watch the arrival of the enemy soldiers. Other people, 
also caught up by curiosity, watched from their 
doorways and windows. They would be uneasy as well 
as curious, Flame knew—fearful of what the coming of 
these soldiers would mean to them and their town. 

Jason Barton, the burly, bearded proprietor of the 
Mercantile, stood in the doorway of his business 
establishment. As the carriage came to a stop in front of 
the building, he shifted his attention from the soldiers 
to it. Seeing Flame, he came out onto the porch. 

"Good morning to you, Miss Amberton . .. though 
it’s not really a good one, with what’s taking place over 
there. It’s been a long time since I’ve had the honor of 
serving you personally, as I hope I’m about to.” 

"I have come to do some shopping, Mr. Barton.” 

“I only hope I can furnish you with what you need,” 
he replied. "So many items are scarce these days.” 

Keith got from the carriage, again wincing with pain. 
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He came around to Flame’s side of it and gave her his 
hand as she stepped down. He accompanied her onto 
the porch. She introduced him to the storekeeper as her 
brother’s friend and guest. She then explained that 
Keith as well as Philip had been discharged from their 
army, one because of a wound and the other because of 
illness. 

As the two men shook hands, Barton said, "Don’t let 
those blue-bellies arrest you as an ex-Confederaie 
soldier, Mr. Markham. As they might, you being of 
military age.” 

"They're not likely to do that,” Keith said. “I have my 
medical discharge paper with me. I’ll show it to them if 
they accost me. If they won’t accept it. I’ll show them 
my messed-up knee.” 

" Well, none of us should aggravate them in any way, 
I figure,” Barton said. "But come inside. I need a 
customer today. I haven't made a single sale since that 
boat put in. Everybody's too scared of that bunch of 
Yankees to think of even buying food.” 

As they entered the store with its depleted stock of 
merchandise, Flame could see how hard hit Louisiana 
had been by the Union blockade. Large spaces on the 
counters and shelves were bare. 

She took the list from her reticule and handed it to the 
merchant. "We especially need salt, but actually we 
should stock up on everything I’ve written down, our 
cook tells me. She complains that she can’t go on 
preparing proper meals without them.” She lowered 
her voice to a whisper. "And there’s something more I’d 
like to buy, if you have such an item in stock. Could I 
talk with you in private, Mr. Barton?” 

He nodded, then called to his clerk. "Milt, you start 
filling this order for Miss Amberton. Do the best you 
can, what with all the shortages. I want to visit with the 
lady for a spell in my office.” 

The clerk was a bald little man who today wore a 
troubled look evidently caused by the arrival of the 
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enemy in their midst. He returned Flame’s pleasant 
greeting unsmilingly. 

Jason Barton led the way to his small office at the rear 
of the long, narrow room. Keith followed Flame 
without being invited along. This touched off a little 
resentment in her. He was making it seem more and 
more that they were running La Belle Terre together. 

After closing the office door and telling his visitors to 
sit down. Barton seated himself at his rolltop desk and 
looked at Flame with a lively curiosity. 

“Guns, eh? You don’t feel safe any more, and you’d 
like to be armed. Right?” 1 

"That’s a good guess, Mr. Barton. We don’t feel safe 
now that Louisiana is in Union hands. It was Mr. 
Markham who pointed out to me that there might be a 
breakdown of civilian law now that the enemy is in 
control.” 

Barton nodded, and his broad, bearded face turned 
grave. "Everyone has the same fear. But as for firearms 
. . .” He shook his head. ”1 haven’t had any in stock 
since the first few weeks after the war started at Fort 
Sumter. They were completely bought up by frightened 
people. It’s not the Yankees they tear. They’re worried 
about uprisings by the slaves and alsoabout hell-raising 
white no-goods who will surely turn to criminal acts.” 

“Then you can’t help us defend ourselves, Mr. 
Barton?” Keith asked. Then he showed himself to be 
well versed in the ways of the business world. “Are you 
sure you haven’t a few rifles tucked away, while you 
wait to get the highest possible price for them?” 

The merchant gave him a long look. He seemed to be 
trying to make out what manner of man Keith was. 
Finally he smiled ruefully. 

"You give me credit for being a better businessman 
than I am, sir. I wish I had had the foresight to put in a 
large stock of firearms when that was possible.” After a 
pause, he added, speaking in a conspirator’s whisper, “I 
have one rifle and some ammunition for it hidden 
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away. I came by the lot from a returned Confederate 
soldier who was hard pressed for money. I took the gun 
and cartridges off his hands because I felt sorry for him. 
That was nearly five months ago and . . . Well, I’d 
actually forgotten about it until now.” He showed 
another rueful smile. “Maybe because it’s such a fine 
rifle that I wanted to keep it for myself. But now, with 
the Union troops taking over here, I have the feeling 
that I'd better not have it on the premises. If they made a 
search and found it, I might be in a jam with them.” 

“What sort of rifle is it?” Keith asked. 

Barton must have taken a dislike to him, for he now 
spoke only to Flame. “I’ll let you have it for thirty 
dollars hard cash, and I’ll throw in the fifty rounds of 
ammunition to boot. I’ll take it apart and hide it in a 
sack of flour just in case those Yankees want to know 
what you’re hauling away from here. Is it a deal?” 

"It is if the rifle is in working condition,” Flame said. 
She then asked, as Keith had done, "What sort of rifle is 
it?” 

Barton smiled as though amused. "It’s not a muzzle- 
loader left over from the War of Eighteen-twelve. It’s 
one of those new repeaters—a Henry. It fits a man’s 
arms like a sweetheart, and it can get off fifteen shots as 
fast as the shooter can work the lever and trigger.” He 
looked at Keith again, letting a bit of sarcasm sound in 
his voice as he said, "It’s almost certainly a better 
weapon than you’ve ever had in your hands, Mark¬ 
ham." 

Flame was now convinced that Jason Barton sensed 
something about Keith that he didn’t like. She won¬ 
dered what it was. She also wondered why, if there was 
an obvious flaw in the young man's character, she 
herself hadn’t become aware of it. 
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Chapter Seventeen 


Captain Steven Forbes finally had his company of 
slightly under forty men and mounts, along with the 
outfit’s gear, transferred from the riverboat to the shore 
beyond the docks. He had given orders, through a 
lieutenant, that the company move from the riverfront 
to a field he had noticed behind an unpainted plank 
building that appeared to be a warehouse. 

"Set up a bivouac there,” he'd said. "We’ll find a 
location for a permanent camp later.” 

Now he was in conversation with a paunchy, ruddy¬ 
faced man who wore a sheriff’s star pinned to his shirt. 
They’d introduced themselves and exchanged a few 
carefully polite amenities. They were after all enemies. 
The man wearing the star had given his name as Jake 
Hobbs. 

“There ain’t anybody here for you to fight, Captain,” 
he said. "The Confederates that were here went to 
defend New Orleans, and they ain’t come back. We do 
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have some wounded—about a dozen —from up Tennes¬ 
see way that are being taken care of by our doctor. 
That’s the whole of it. You’ll have no trouble here at the 
Landing.” 

"I don’t expect or want any, Sheriff,” Steven said. 
‘‘My men and myself could do with a long period of 
peaceful existence. But I have orders straight from 
General Butler. 'Take and hold Burke’s Landing,’ he 
said. That’s why my company and I are here.” 

"You’ll find us neutral in this here war. The whole 
population of the town.” 

Steve smiled faintly over that obvious falsehood, but 
said, ‘That suits me fine." His gaze shifted beyond the 
bulky figure of the sheriff. “Who are those people 
having their carriage loaded in front of that store? 
Some important citizens, judging by that fancy rig and 
fine team. Right?” 

Hobbs looked over his shoulder. "The lady is an 
Amberton. Her family owns one of the biggest planta¬ 
tions in these parts. It’s about a dozen miles from here. 
The lady’s father was killed early in the war, and she 
now runs things in his place. Fine people, the Amber- 
tons. I don't recollect this daughter’s real name, but 
they call her Flame. Always did, from when she was a 
little tyke, because of the color of her hair." 

“And maybe because she had a fiery temper?” 

“I wouldn’t know about that.” 

"Her father was a Johnny Reb, of course?” 

“He fought for the Confederacy, Captain.” 

“Sony. I didn't mean to offend, and I stand correct¬ 
ed—and rebuked.” Steven’s gaze was still on Flame 
Ambenon, remembering Monique’s stories about her 
and thinking i t a strange coincidence that she shou Id be 
the first attractive young woman he saw in this strange 
town. “I think I’ll make myself known to the lady. 
Reassure her about the arrival of my company, as it 
were. Who is her companion, by the way?” 

"You’ve got me there," Hobbs said. “I ain’t never 
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seen him before. He must be a visitor to La Belle Tene, 
the Amberton plantation. Could be Miss Amberton’s 
fiance or just one of her suitors. He’s not from around 
here or I’d know him. He ain’t her brother, that I know. 
Phil Amberton is a scrawny fellow, younger than this 
man. But he too went off to join up right at the start of 
the war.” 

"A truly patriotic Southern family, eh?” Steven said. 
"See you around. Sheriff.” 

He mounted his horse and rode the short distance to 
the store. Curiosity took him. He felt a need to know 
Flame Amberton personally. He was wondering what 
sort of young woman could not only manage a planta¬ 
tion but also possessed the cruelty to sell a slave she 
knew to be her half-sister. 

At the moment two men from the store were loading a 
hundred-pound sack of flour into the carriage. Numer¬ 
ous other purchases had already been stowed aboard 
beside the coachman, an elderly black man in shabby 
livery. The lady had a final word with one of the 
Mercantile’s men, then turned to board the carriage. 
Her companion, who moved with a decided limp, 
helped her to the rear seat. He then went around to get 
in on the opposite side. Seeing a Union officer ap¬ 
proaching, the young woman told thedrivernot to start 
out at once. 

With a casual salute, Steven said, "Ihopeyouand the 
other good people of this town and the surrounding 
countryside won’t be upset by the presence of my men 
and myself. We'll take special care not to interrupt the 
activities of the civilian population, I assure you. Our 
only concern will be with any rebel troops who may be 
in the area.” 

Since he had looked directly at Flame while speaking, 
she took it on herself to reply. She felt a mounting 
resentment as she did so. He was, after all, an enemy of 
her Southland. Her father had died because of his kind. 
Her tone had a bite to it. 
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“We don't consider ourselves rebels. We feel, sir—" 
Captain Steven Forbes, madam—at your service." 

"And I am Miss Flame Amberton. I assure you that 
the two men of my family who went off to fight did so 
with the belief that they were not rebels but defenders of 
our way of life. As did my friend here, Mr. Markham, a 
former officer of the Confederate army." 

Steven looked at Markham, finding him handsome 
enough to be the escort of the extremely attractive Miss 
Flame Amberton. 

“You were an officer, sir?” 

"Past tense, it is,” Markham replied. "A wound won 
me a medical discharge. It will also keep me from 
further military service. An officer, yes. But you outrank 
me, Captain. I was only a lieutenant." He paused, then 
added, with a bit of rancor, “Would you care to see my 
discharge paper and my shattered left knee, so you can 
be sure that I m not a threat to you and your men?” 

Steven smiled faintly, which caused the scar on his 
left cheek to be more noticeable. "I’ll take your word for 
both. And I’ll not hold you folks up longer. Have a 
good trip back to your plantation.” 

He started to turn his horse to ride away, but held it 
in again when Flame spoke sharply. 

"Captain Forbes!" 

“Yes, Miss Amberton?” 

“Sir, we came here in the hope of buying arms with 
which to defend ourselves now thatLouisiana has come 
under enemy control. Unfortunately, no guns are to be 
had. In fact, we were able to buy only a small portion of 
the foodstuffs we need. Doesn’t the lack of guns for the 
civilians leave their protection up to you and your 
men?” 

"I had no information that the civilians here are in 
danger, ma’am.” 

“ Well, I have reason to believe we are. Could you take 
a moment and listen to a description of the situation 
confronting us plantation people—and the other 
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whites as well?” 

With another casual salute, this one somewhat 
mocking, Steven said, "My time is at your disposal. 
Miss Amberton. In fact. I’m curious to leam what it is 
you have to fear.” 

Flame detected a hint of mockery in his tone as she 
had in his salute. She decided she wouldn't have liked 
him even if he weren’t one of the enemy. He did have a 
certain presence; it had a terrific impact upon her. He 
was handsome in the way she like a man to be— 
ruggedly handsome. Even the faint scar on his left cheek 
didn't detract from his virile good looks. But he was an 
arrogant sort, seemingly amused by her fears. 

She was angered by him, but in a controlled manner. 
Quite calmly, though incisively, she told him about the 
fears that had been discussed in the study at La Belle 
Terre last night. He gave her his whole attention, 
looking most interested when she mentioned the fugi¬ 
tive slaves of Malheur Swamp. 

When she had finished, he asked, “How many able- 
bodied men are there at your La Belle Terre, Miss 
’ Amberton?” 

“Actually, only one. Our overseer, Matt Hagarthy, is 
no longer a young man. Lieutenant Markham suffers 
from a wound, as he told you. My brother, Philip, has 
returned from the war an invalid. Then there is Pierre, 
our butler—a slave. He is capable and loyal enough, I 
think. But it may turn out that he wouldn't risk his life 
defending whites." 

“What about your other slaves? Are any of them loyal 
to you?” 

“Of course they’re loyal. La Belle Terre has a 
reputation of being kind to its blacks. If we could have 
bought guns, we would have trained a few of the field 
hands as well as the butler to use them in the hope that 
they would help defend the plantation.” 

Steven was thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I 
can understand that you are uneasy. Especially in the 
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case of those fugitives in the swamp. I’ll take what 
measures I can to make you and yours feel safer. If you'll 
give me the exact location of your plantation. I’ll send 
patrols out that way occasionally. This may make the 
several elements you fear wary of committing any 
criminal acts in that area.” 

"The plantation is located out the east road about a 
dozen miles from here. I should mention that there are 
other people living along that road who will also 
appreciate your giving them at least a show of protec¬ 
tion.” 

"Yes, of course,” Steven said. “I’ll have a patrol out 
that way tomorrow. I’ll give the officer commanding it 
orders to stop at La Belle Terre to show you I’m a man 
of my word.” 

"I’ll appreciate that, Captain,” Flame said. "Good 
day to you.” 

His reply was another casual salute, and she told 
Elijah to start out for home. As the elderly slave drove 
his team from the town, Keith smiled at Flame with 
mingled amusement and fondness. 

"You handled that martinet exactly right, my dear. If 
you hadn’t distracted him with your little outburst, he 
might have demanded to see what it was you bought 
back there. And if he had searched among your pur¬ 
chases and found that rifle, he would almost certainly 
have placed me under arrest.” 

Flame laughed. “I also mentioned my attempt to buy 
guns to throw him off. It was a pleasure to put one over 
on him, for he is an arrogant sort.” Then, sobering, she 
asked, "What's so wonderful about this rifle that Mr. 
Barton thinks so highly of?” 

"It’s a Yankee invention, a rifle that can be loaded 
with fifteen cartridges and then fired very fast. One man 
with a Henry could just about wipe out a company of 
enemy soldiers. It’s not issued to Abe Lincoln’s soldiers, 
thank God, but some of the Union officers buy them 
with their own money. The man who sold it to Barton 
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must have found it after a battle, or maybe when its 
Yankee owner was taken prisoner.” 

“Well, I’m glad we’ve got it,” Flame said. "At times I 
have the feeling you’re right . . . that we are in for 
trouble. I’m also grateful that our dashing Captain 
Forbes promised to send patrols out our way. Ifhe keeps 
his promise.” 

"You don’t take him at his word?” 

"I don’t know. Maybe I distrust him because I took a 
dislike to him. As I said, he struck me as being awfully 
arrogant.” 

They rode in silence for a time. Flame now relaxed 
and again enjoying her day away from La Belle Terre. 
She even let her mind blank out, so that for a little while 
it was tranquil instead of churning with troublesome 
thoughts. 

Keith finally broke the silence. “I noticed the church 
back there. It gave me a most pleasant idea.” 

"Such as?” 

"It’s probably much too soon for me to suggest such a 
thing, but... I’d like us to be married in that particular 
church.” 

"Keith ...” 

“Yes, Flame?” 

"You are rushing things," she said. "Right now is 
much loo soon to mention our getting married in any 
church.” 

Jeanette Amberton became furious when she awak¬ 
ened, at her usual late hour, and learned from the maid 
Laurie that Flame had gone to town accompanied by 
Keith Markham. Her fury was caused by jealousy. She 
wanted the man for herself, damn it. She had decided 
that she would become Mrs. Keith Markham of the 
Virginia Markhams. Now that bitchy sister of hers was 
ruining things for her. 

In a fury, Jeanette could’t bear to spend another idle 
day in the house. She had Tobey saddle her mare, and 
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she rode away from La Belle Terre without knowing 
where she was going. Being in a foul mood, she 
certainly didn’t want to visit Lucille McLarin for some 
silly girl talk. 

She turned Ginger in the direction opposite that in 
which the McLarin plantation was located. She passed 
the abandoned Creighton plantation and then, minutes 
later, the sorry-looking Harper farm. She had no truck 
with the Harpers, they being poor white trash, but she 
did keep an eye out for Davey without seeing him. She 
was fascinated and intrigued by what she knew Flame 
had the youth doing. She had heard about Davey 
sneaking in to the cabins to service those mulatto 
wenches. 

She knew Davey; that is, she'd seen him about the 
countryside when she was out riding, as now. She knew 
he was about her own age and she thought him real 
nice-looking for coming from such a trashy family. 

She thought of Davey for only a moment, however. 
She was still too upset about Flame and Keith having 
gone off together to be concerned about anyone or 
anything else. She’d always believed that her sister 
would go through life as an old maid. Now she knew 
different. Flame was throwing herself at the first 
attractive man who had happened along. 

She came to the Standish plantation, after passing 
several more small farms. Strangely enough, the Stan- 
dishes were still growing cotton. What they were doing 
with it when no market for cotton existed, Jeanette 
didn’t know. 

She rode through a stretch of woodland next, coming 
to the bridge spanning Swatara Creek. Since she had no 
destination but was merely riding aimlessly, because of 
her anger, she reined in midway across the bridge. 
Farther back in the timber was a little waterfall and a 
sizable pond. She had a sudden impulse to go swim¬ 
ming. That might work off some of her anger. At the 
moment she was as angry at Keith as at Flame. He knew 
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how she felt about him. She had let him know how she 
fell, damn it. 

Right now, the mood I’m in, I’d let the first man who 
happened along pleasure me, and I’m not fooling! 

Jeanette made up her mind. She would have that 
swim. She rode to the end of the bridge, then off it into 
the woods. At that moment another rider came along, 
reaching the bridge before she could lose herself among 
the trees and brush. She took back her thought that she 
would have intercourse with the first man who hap¬ 
pened along. She wasn’t wanton, for God’s sake. 

"Hey, Missie Jeanette . . . Where you going?’’ 

She looked back and saw it was Davey Harper. He’d 
reined in his horse to gaze at her. He seemed to have 
ridden fast for a long way, for his horse was blowing 
and lathered. She still wanted nothing to do with the 
Harpers, but a demon must have possessed her at that 
instant. She decided to have some fun with him. He was 
a handsome boy, after all. Boy? No, he was already a 
man. He’d been away soldiering, and that made him 
seem grown up to her. Besides, she recalled his serving 
as stud for those mulatto wenches. But he was still 
about her age, therefore young enough to have some 
fun with as she felt like doing. 

"I’m going back to the pond and have a swim. Want 
to come along?” 

"Don’t reckon I should, Missie.” 

"Oh, don’t be a scaredy-cat.” 

That caused him to decide to come with her, and 
minutes later, screened from the road by trees and 
bushes, they arrived at the waterfall and pond formed by 
the fast-flowing creek. She dismounted and tethered 
Ginger, then, after a moment of hesitation, decided to 
go through with it. She would give Davey a real thrill. 
He had never seen a white girl almost naked, she would 
have bet. All he’d ever seen that way were those dumb 
nigger wenches Flame paid him to bed. 

She sat on a boulder and pulled off her boots, then 
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stood and removed her shirtwaist and riding skirt. 
Stripped down to her drawers, she waded into the pond. 
The water came up to her knees and felt deliciously 
cool. 

‘‘Come on in, Davey! It’ll be good for what ails you!” 

‘‘I got others things on my mind,” he told her. "I was 
to the Landing this morning, and you know what? 
Union soldiers are there, taking over the whole town! ” 

‘‘So who cares?” 

"They’re the enemy, for chrissake.” 

"They won’t come back our way,” Jeanette said. "So 
what are you afraid of? I know what’s got you scared. 
You're scared to get naked in front of me.” 

Swimming had been one of the things Jeanette had 
learned at school. She swam out to the middle now, 
where the pond was maybe seven or eight feet deep. She 
swam with a great deal of splashing, having fun— 
laughing. She wasn’t over being angry at Flame, but she 
was in a better mood. A happy mood. She wished that 
Davey wouldn't be so timid. She would like to see him 
stripped down next to nothing. She swam some more. 

Watching the all but naked girl, Davey thought she 
sure was pretty. Far prettier than those wenches Miss 
Flame paid him to screw. He’d like to ram it into 
Jeanette. Man, oh man . . . that would be a real fuck. 
They could do it right there on the bank of the pond, 
where there was a patch of grass. Finally Davey couldn’t 
resist any longer. He swung down from the saddle and 
began removing his clothes. Trouble was, he didn’t 
wear underwear. He would have to go in completely 
naked. 

Well, here goes nothing'. 

With that thought he plunged into the water. He 
swam out to Jeanette, who immediately splashed water 
into his face. 

"Race you to the waterfall! ” 

They swam toward the spill of water that flowed over 
some rocks about five feet high. She might have reached 
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it first, but Davey played foul. He grabbed one of her 
thrashing legs and slowed her down. When they were 
finally standing in the cascading water, she attacked 
him with feigned anger. 

“You don’t play fair! You held me back, damn it!” 

She struck at his face with her small fists. He grabbed 
her wrists, and they wrestled against one another for a 
little while. Finally, out of breath, she went limp 
against him. 

"I give up. You're too strong for me.” 

"You’re just a soft, weak white wench.” 

“Don’t call me a wench, you black-wench fucker!” 
She slapped him across the mouth. “Yes, I know about 
you sneaking around La Belle Terre all the time, trying 
to knock up those mulatto wenches for my crazy sister to 
sell the pickaninnies for a lot of money when they’re 
nearly grown. I heard about it from my personal maid.” 

Laurie wasn’t her personal maid, but he wouldn't 
know that. 

She made a face at him, adding, "And if you knew 
what my Laurie does for me at bedtime! ” 

She swam away from him, going to the side of the 
pond. Sheclimbedoutand lay on the grass. Her drawers 
were molded to her like a second skin. Their fabric was 
so thin that the triangle of her pubic hair showed 
through it. She didfold her arms across her small,pink- 
tipped breasts when Davey joined her with water 
running down his body in rivulets. He had a superb 
body, brawny with muscles. She tried not to look at his 
private parts, but she saw them out of the comer of her 
eye. His male organ seemed awfully big. It wasn't 
hanging limp any longer. It was jutting out from his 
groin, and it seemed to have doubled in size. It looked 
very hard, like a club. She wondered what it would feel 
like inside her. Better than the wench Laurie made her 
feel, maybe. But she wouldn't let him stick it into her, 

I won’t let any man do it to me until my wedding 
night. 
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She sat up and used her hands to squeeze the water 
from her long, blonde hair. She was aware that Davey 
was watching her, and she supposed he was thinking of 
ramming his big male organ into her. 

“Do me a favor, Davey?” 

“Sure. What do you want?” 

"Fetch my clothes for me so I can get dressed.” 

She had become suddenly extremely self-conscious 
about her nudity. She couldn’t bring herself to rise and 
walk to where she had dropped her clothing when 
undressing. Not with Davey staring at her. She was now 
ashamed of the way she had acted with him. 

“You can’t get dressed yet,” he said. "You'll have to 
dry off first.” 

Jeanette became frightened. Here she was in the 
middle of nowhere with him, and nobody would come 
to help her if he got fresh and she cried out. 

Davey did get fresh. He moved close and put an arm 
about her bare shoulders. He held her tightly against 
him and then, with his other hand, began tugging her 
wet drawers down off her. 

“Stop it! Damn it, Davey, stop it!” 

Jeanette began struggling fiercely against him, try¬ 
ing tardily to defend her virtue—her virginity. She 
struggled in vain, for he was indeed stronger than she. 
He got the drawers off her, then forced her to a supine 
position on the grass. He ran his hands over her now 
totally nude body. A crazy look had replaced his 
pleasant expression. Even though she kept trying to 
fend him off and crying out that he should leave her 
alone, she knew she was about to be raped. 
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Chapter Eighteen 


JVcith Markham spent the evening working with the 
small collection of firearms that would, he hoped, be 
the means of fending off any threat to La Belle Terre. 
He was convinced that danger would come sooner or 
later from one of three sources: the plantation’s slaves, a 
still hidden criminal element, or the fugitives of 
Malheur Swamp. Something, perhaps instinct, told 
him that the Ambertons and himself would be menaced 
in due time. 

Because of this conviction, he had begun cleaning, 
oiling, and polishing the guns immediately after hav¬ 
ing had dinner with the family. Philip had come to the 
study with him, offering to help, but the younger man 
had soon tired of the chore and said he would turn in for 
the night—despite the fact that his health seemed 
improved with each passing day. 

Keith didn’t mind being alone when so occupied. 
He'd never had a hobby until he entered the army. Then 
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he had fallen in love with guns. They were to him more 
than killing instruments. He saw them as the handwork 
of find, inventive craftsmen. Some possessed a definite 
beauty. 

The thought occurred to him that perhaps he should 
have been a gunsmith. He would have enjoyed such 
work. But his sights were set higher. He wanted to be 
somebody, a man of wealth and importance. Being a 
craftsman would not have been enough. Being master 
of La Belle Terre one day was the goal he had set for 
himself, and through Flame he would surely attain it. 
Little by little she was coming around . . . accepting 
him. One night soon, while strolling with her in the 
moonlight, he would take her in his arms and then, by 
God, he would have her—and La Belle Terre. 

Flame looked in on him shortly before nine o’clock, 
saying, “Do those guns really need all the attention 
you're giving them?” 

He smiled at her from his place at the desk, which he 
had turned into a work table. "You’ll say I did a 
damned good job with them once they’re needed.” 

"What makes you so sure we’ll have trouble that 
you’ve got me convinced of it?” 

“A soldier’s instinct,” he told her. 

She didn’t stay long, probably because he didn’t 
suggest another stroll in the gardens. Those strolls 
would keep. Right now he felt that preparedness came 
first. He actually felt a pressure to get the weapons into 
proper condition. He did indeed have a hunch that they 
would be needed. And, yes, Flame was coming around. 
In a few weeks, a couple of months at most, it would be 
she rather than he who suggested marriage. He had 
already planted the seed for that by mentioning the 
church at the Landing. It would now be germinating in 
her mind. 

Keith took up the Henry rifle, the weapon that had 
been smuggled out of the Mercantile right under the 
nose of that Yankee davalry captain. It had been 
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knocked down when he dug it from the flour, but now it 
was assembled, cleaned, oiled, and polished. And what 
a beauty it was. Keith had handled it—fondled it, 
actually—a score of times during the evening. 

A box of cartridges had come with it, and he could 
hardly wait until morning to go off into the woods and 
fire a few rounds from this little gem. 

It was a beauty, he told himself. It had a barrel only 
two feet long, and the weapon weighed only ten 
pounds. Beneath the barrel there ran a tube into which 
could be stowed fifteen rounds of ammunition. Other 
repeating rifles had preceded the Henry, but Keith had 
seen several of them. They loaded but seven rounds and 
had a clumsy mechanism that lifted each cartridge 
somewhat laboriously to the firing chamber—and it 
often jammed. But the Henry's cartridges were thrown 
into the breach by a simply operated lever. A man could 
get off fifteen half-ounce bullets within one minute. 
Keith was confident that he could wipe out a company 
of Union infantry with his Henry, provided he had a bit 
of cover. 

His Henry . . . Yes, by damn, he was making it his, 
even though it had been paid for by Flame Amberton! 

Flame was dreaming. 

She was having a most erotic sort of dream. In it she 
was making love with a man, and not just any man. Not 
even Keith Markham. He was a big man in his nudity, 
and as powerful as he was big. He was such a vigorous 
lover that she finally pleaded with him to stop. He 
ignored her. He continued to make love to her even after 
she was completely sated, so spent that she was near 
collapse from weakness. 

This man in her dream was blond of hair and gray of 
eyes. He was ruggedly handsome. Only one thing 
marred his virile good looks. A thin scar ran across his 
left cheek. In her dream she didn’t know his name. She 
didn’t know anything about him. She didn’t even know 
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how she had come to be in bed with him. 

She woke up in the middle of the dream and found 
herself bathed with perspiration. Her breathing was 
labored, her heart pounding. She had wakened short of 
an orgasm, but she had been close, very close, to having 
a tremendous one. 

Flame also awakened to the realization of whom she 
had taken as a lover in her dream. That enemy soldier— 
that Captain Steven Forbes. 

My God, I must be losing my mind! 

She also realized that she was in a bad way and should 
do something drastic about it. She could think of only 
one solution to this insane problem that confronted 
her. She must tum to Keith Markham, the man who had 
become important in her life. If he were still working 
with those guns in the study . . . 

She got from bed, pulled a robe on over her night¬ 
gown, and put on bedroom slippers. Without bother¬ 
ing to light a candle, she left the room—like a woman 
going to keep an assignation, she thought—and made 
her way downstairs. She felt a sense of relief upon seeing 
that the oil lamp by which he had been working on the 
guns still burned. The door stood ajar. She pushed it 
farther open and entered the study in her state of 
dishabille. 

"Keith ...” 

He sat resting in an armchair. The Henry rifle lay 
across the thighs of his stretched-out legs. A look of 
surprise came to his handsome face when he saw how 
she was clothed. 

He got to his feet, laid the rifle on the chair, and said, 
"What’s wrong, sweetheart?” 

"I was having the craziest dream, and I woke up 
scared. I was afraid I'd have it again if I went back to 
sleep.” 

He came to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. 
"A nightmare?” 

“Well, yes . . . Yes, it was a nightmare—jn a way.” 
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He laughed just a little and softly. '1 hope it was 
actually the dream I’ve been trying to make you have.” 

How very wrong he was, she thought. But she 
couldn’t—wouldn’t—hurt him by telling him she had 
dreamed about that enemy officer. 

"Maybe a stroll in the gardens will steady your 
nerves.” 

"I was hoping you'd suggest that.” 

He took his hands from her shoulders and slipped an 
arm about her waist. "Come along. This is what I’ve 
been hoping for too.” 

They were no sooner out of the house than he took 
her in his arms and kissed her lingeringly and hungrily. 
His hands slid down her back and came to rest on her 
hips. He drew her tightly against him. Uncertainty 
came to her. Was this what she really wanted? Did she 
want to go so far—the whole way—because of that 
stupid dream? Her mind was asking, but her body knew 
and was responding, reacting. A craving was in her 
flesh. She let her mind go along with it. 

He will keep me from dreaming of Steven Forbes 
again. 

They strolled on through the moonlight, the fra¬ 
grance of flowers in the warm air. She finally realized 
that Keith was steering her toward the gazebo a little 
distance from the south side of the house. He took her 
into it and there held her in his arms. He kissed her 
again, as he had minutes ago, and this time his hands 
explored more of her. He untied the sash of her robe and 
slipped his hands inside. She submitted to the touch of 
his hands on her body, which was now free to himexcept 
for the silken nightgown. She let him feel of her breasts, 
her stomach, her thighs. Sensation swept through her, 
so exquisite that she shivered with it. He finally took 
the robe off her and tossed it onto one of the benches of 
the small, ornate building and pressed his face against 
her breasts as he cupped them with his hands. 

The thought occurred to Flame that they were 
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conducting themselves in the manner of a husband and 
w ife. Since they were not that, this was forbidden. But 
s he had come too far. She couldn’t refuse him now. Nor 
could she deny herself what was to come. She lay with 
him on a cushioned bench, and now she was kissing 
and caressing him with as much fervor as he did her. 
Finally they brought their bodies together in the 
ultimate embrace. 

Since this was the first time for Flame, she didn’t 
lenow how much or how little pleasure to expect from 
the act of love. She found it pleasurable beyond 
imagining, but in the end, when Keith, with what 
seemed undue haste, came to his climactic upheaval, 
she felt greatly disappointed. She felt that there should 
have been something more, much more, for her. . . that 
she should have been taken soaring, if only momentar¬ 
ily, to total ecstasy. She wasn’t so much dissatisfied as 
disappointed. She could not help but think that Keith 
had failed her. 

After rearranging their clothing properly, they re¬ 
mained on the bench and held each other in a passion¬ 
less embrace. 

As though realizing that he had failed her, Keith said, 
“It would have been so much better in bed—in our own 
bed. How long must I wait until I have you wholly to 
myself, instead of sharing you with the plantation? 
Must I wait until you feel that I’m ready to takeover the 
management of La Belle Terre? ” 

Suspicion glided serpenilike into Flame’s mind. He 
was too eager, she thought. Much too eager to replace 
her as the plantation's manager. Was it possible that he 
was so eager for them to marry only because he had that 
in mind? She was chilled by the fear that he wanted to be 
master of La Belle Terre as much as he wanted her. No, 
she told herself. He wasn't like that. He surely under¬ 
stood that she would always be the person to run the 
operations of the plantation. She hedged in replying to 
his pressuring questions. 
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"Mother would approve of you as a son-in-law. At 
least. I’m convinced she would. She seems to like you 
very much. But what of your family? Would they 
approve of me as a daughter-in-law?” 

"My family will love you, Flame—as I do.” 

"I'd have to meet them before—well, before we set a 
date. After all, that’s the proper way to do it.” 

"Of course it is for people of our background. I 
should have my parents invite you and your mother to 
visit with them. But we can’t make the trip becauseof the 
war, unfortunately. And for you and I to wait until it 
ends . . .’’ He held her more tightly to him. "Can you 
wait until peace comes, sweetheart? It may be years, you 
know.” 

"I can't believe the war will last much longer, Keith. 
And I’ve waited a long lime for you to come into my life. 
I can wait a little longer.” She drew away from him and 
rose. "And you must too, my darling.” 

She didn’t wait for him to reply. She turned and 
hurriedly left the gazebo. She went to the house and 
inside without waiting for him to catch up with her. 
She needed to be alone. She had given herself to him in 
what had seemed a time of great need—for herself. She 
had experienced total involvement with him, and she 
should be as eager as he to marry. And yet. . . somehow 
she wasn’t sure at this moment that he was the special 
sort of man she had hoped would come into her life. 

She was certain of one thing, however. Keith had no 
intention of their leaving here when they did marTy, 
and it was customary, especially among their kind of 
people, for a bride to be taken to a home provided by the 
man she married. So she fell asleep having doubts about 
him, even after their having made love. 

Philip Amberton became increasingly bored with 
plantation life as his health improved. He fretted now 
because he saw no hope of visiting New Orleans, as he 
wanted so much to do, with even Burke’s Landing 
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under enemy control. He was convinced that the entire 
city, including even the uninhibited French Quarter, 
would have become plunged in gloom. 

Although not yet having regained his strength entire¬ 
ly, Philip craved what he might not be up to physically. 
Tonight he would test himself. He had arranged to have 
a wench. Catching the older of the two maids, Rachel, 
alone before going to his room after spending a short 
time with Keith, he had grabbed hold of her arm. 

"You come to Monique’s room in the washhouse 
after the other servants have turned in. You under¬ 
stand?" 

She gazed at him with startled but lustrous brown 
eyes for a long moment, her dark brown face expres¬ 
sionless. 

"Reckon I do. Master Philip,” she’d finally replied. 
“You want me to pleasure you?” 

"That’s it. I want you to pleasure me—and good. If 
you’re not there, I’ll fix it for you. I’ll have you working 
as a field hand, with another wench taking your place 
here in the house.” 

"I’ll beat the washhouse, sir,” she’d said. "And I’ll do 
what you be wanting. I promise.” 

Now, shortly after ten o’clock, Philip left his room 
and moved quietly down the hall to the back stairs. The 
kitchen area, which included a large pantry, was dark, 
and none of the servants were to be seen. He let himself 
out the back door and, hurrying now, headed for the 
building where the laundry was done and poor Mo¬ 
nique, as he thought of her, had occupied two rooms. 
Excitement began to build up in him. Rachel wasn’t 
anything like Monique, or even like the younger maid, 
Laurie, but she would do for his purpose. 

He had been sizing her up ever since he began to get 
over feeling deathly ill. She was in her mid-thirties, of 
medium height, and not too nigger-looking. She was 
big-breasted and had a more than adequate rump. He 
could hardly wait to get his hands on her once she was 
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out of her uniformlike black dress. 

Philip had had black wenches before now, but not 
here at La Belle Terre. His father had told him, in no 
uncertain terms, when he was in his middle teens to stay 
away from the plantation females. But when he’d been 
at school in New Orleans he and some other emerging 
young blades had frequented one of the cheaper bordel¬ 
los on Saturday nights. Later, on numerous visits to the 
city, and also during his time in the service, he’d had his 
share of black flesh. Hell, he must have screwed at least 
a hundred wenches by now . . . 

Entering what had been Monique’s living quarters, 
he called into the inky darkness, “You here, wench?” 

"I’m here. Master Philip.” 

The reply came from the other room, and he strode to 
its doorway. Moonlight shone through its window, 
permitting him to see the buxom form of Rachel lying 
on the bed. She was ready for him, naked and spread. 
Staring at her eagerly, Philip felt his penis become 
erectile. He was jubilant. It was all right. He would be 
able to get it into her. Maybe he would have a relapse 
because of what he was about to do, but he was really 
going to have a piece of ass for the first time in almost 
two months! 

Patrick McLarin, owner of the nearest still-operating 
plantation, rode over to see Flame that morning. 
Although she was in a somewhat despondent mood, she 
put on a pleasant face for her neighbor and greeted him 
cheerfully. She pushed her worrisome thoughts to the 
back of her mind for the time being. One thing that 
bothered her was that she had wakened this morning 
wondering if Keith was really the right man for her, and 
if she hadn't gone too far in having sex with him. The 
other thing that nagged at her was that her mind had 
played a trick on her while she was dressing. It had 
conjured up the picture of that Union officer, Captain 
Steven Forbes. She had been able to see him so clearly. 
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exactly as he had appeared while talking with her at 
Burke’s Landing. Even to the arrogance that she had 
seen, or perhaps merely sensed, in him. 

After McLarin and she had exchanged the expected 
amenities, he said, "I came over to offer you a friendly 
word of advice, Flame. I thought it wouldn't be 
unwelcome because of our being neighbors and your 
father having been a good friend of mine.” 

"It was kind of you to think of helping me out, Mr. 
McLarin," she replied. “And I don’t feel that I know so 
much about running a plantation that I can't listen to 
some advice from another planter. Come over to the 
house with me and we’ll have a little visit. I think I can 
still find a bottle of Father’s bourbon. And I’m sure 
Mother would like to have you say hello to her.” 

He was agreeable, and they turned their horses in the 
direction of La Belle Tene's manor house. She had once 
heard him say that he came of black Irish stock, but he 
had china-blue eyes along with his ebony-black hair 
and mustache. He was in his late forties, and had 
fathered five children—all girls. 

They sat on the veranda with Denise Amberton, who 
had been pleased to see him. At Flame’s request, Pierre 
served their visitor bourbon and brought wine for her 
mother and her. 

After answering Denise’s questions about Mrs. Mc¬ 
Larin and his daughters, he said, “What 1 have to tell 
you, Flame, is that maybe you should get back to 
growing cotton. And the sooner the better.” 

She looked at him with surprise. "But why, when 
there are now Union soldiers as close as the Landing?” 

“It's this way,” he explained. “Talk is that there’ll be 
a market for cotton again any day now. And for sugar 
too, which some Louisiana planters go in for as their 
main crop. As I understand it, there’ll bea market for all 
sorts of contraband goods. It’ll be moved behind the 
backs of the Union soldiers, no doubt with the high- 
ranking officers looking the other way. This means that 
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we here in the Southland will be getting the things that 
have been scarce since the start of the war—salt, for one. 
And I’ve heard that cotton will be bringing more than a 
hundred dollars a bale once things get moving.” 

Flame’s heart seemed to give a lurch. “And I’ve given 
up on cotton completely. If what you tell rne turns out 
to be true. I’ll have to admit I made a bad guess—a 
terrible mistake." 

“ You’re not the only one. I have very little acreage in 
cotton, and Judson Creighton gave up as a planter 
altogether. But how could we have known, what with 
the blockade of New Orleans and three enemy armies to 
the north of Louisiana?’’. 

Frowning with thought, Flame said, “And the sol¬ 
diers now at the Landing really won’t try to stop such 
trade? ” 

“It’ll be smuggling,” McLarin said. “Which there 
always is when a commodity is scarce for a long period 
of time. And with big money to be made. And as I said, 
the high-up enemy officers will close their eyes to it. 
Some will, at any rate." 

Flame had an unwelcome thought. Captain Steven 
Forbes isn't likely to. She was annoyed with herself. 
Why did she have him on her mind, anyway? Whatever 
possessed her? Or ailed her? 

She said, “My mistake is all the greater. I sold off 
about half of my field hands because I believed there 
would be no market for cotton until the war ended.” 

“And I’ve a hunch,” McLarin said, after a sip of 
whiskey, "that you won't be able to buy any more. At 
least not on the open market. It’s not likely the Union 
troops will permit slave auctions to be held.” 

“I’ll have to go back to planting cotton and do the 
best I can with what hands I still have,” Flame said 
resignedly. 

“Don’t fret about it, dear," her mother said. “You 
always succeed in making things work out. We’ll get by 
with what cotton you are able to grow. You'll see.” 
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That was typical of her mother, Flame thought. 
Denise never worried about anything. She had led such 
a sheltered life that she could be placid of manner even 
when the world seemed to be falling apart. 

They discussed it at lunch,after Patrick McLarin had 
declined an invitation to eat with them, saying he had 
work to do at home. Philip was totally disinterested, as 
Flame had expected him to be. Keith, on the other hand, 
took the matter of growing cotton again seriously. She 
had anticipated this too. 

“What bothers me about the Yankees taking over is 
that it spoils things for Keith and me,” Philip said. "I 
really wanted to show him New Orleans, and now, with 
even the Landing occupied by the enemy, it would be 
useless to make the trip.” 

Keith didn’t comment on that, but said, “I’ve talked 
with Matt Hagarthy about growing cotton again. He 
says we have enough seed to put in a fair-sized crop. 
What do you say to telling him to put the slaves to do 
the plowing and seeding. Flame? ” 

She again had the impression that he was trying to 
share the management of the plantation. And again she 
resented it. 

“I’ll tell him,” she said. “He'll take it better from me 
than from you, since you're only a guest here.” 

Keith may have been hurt, but he didn’t show it. He 
did make a rueful face, however. It was as though the 
two of them were at odds now, even though they had 
made love only last night. 

"Yes, of course,” he said. “He probably would. He'sa 
rather surly sort, and you can handle him better than I.” 

Jeanette, as usual, look no part in a conversation that 
had to do with how La BelleTerre was operated. Today 
she wasn't even showing any interest in her food, and 
normally she had a young person's hearty appetite. She 
merely picked at what she had on her plate. The truth 
was, she had become an extremely frightened girl since 
her encounter with Davey Harper. Her fear was that he 
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had gotten her pregnant, which would certainly be a 
terrible shock for the family as well as making a mess of 
her chances of becoming Mrs. Keith Markham. 

Not that she would marry Davey if she were pregnant. 
An Amberton couldn’t marry that much beneath her. 

Jeanette couldn't rid herself of this fear. She kept 
asking herself. Whatever will I do if I am in a family 
way ? 

She wished she could confide in someone who would 
be understanding and sympathetic. But Denise wasn't 
the sort of mother with whom a girl could discuss her 
problems. A scatterbrain, this mother of hers. Off in a 
world of her own. It was an empty world these days, 
with Father gone. As for Flame. . . Well, Flame would 
simply call her a silly fool and then look around for 
someone—an unsuitable someone to Jeanette—for her 
to marry so there would be no scandal. Philip? One 
simply couldn't go to one’s brother and tell him how 
stupid one had been. 

She could say Davey had grabbed and raped her, 
keeping back the fact that she had all but seduced him. 
As Lulu had claimed Samson had done to her. And as 
Monique, so many years ago, had claimed Jubal did to 
her. 

Jeanette decided this wouldn’t do, since she wanted 
so desperately to marry Keith. She worried about the 
possibility that she might be pregnant all that day, 
remaining in her room during the afternoon on the 
pretext that she had a headache. Even when Laurie 
came with the portable tub so she could take her nightly 
bath, she was still so upset that she ordered the maid to 
clear out. 

"And stay out,” she added fiercely. "Don’t let me see 
you again!” 

Almost immediately after having dismissed the maid 
in such a nasty manner, Jeanette knew how she would 
handle it if she did have the misfortune to have become 
pregnant by Davey Harper. 
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How she came by the idea she didn't know. But it 
pleased her tremendously, for it involved the man she 
loved and wanted to marry. And dear, sweet Keith, 
w hom Flame was trying to steal away from her, would 
never know it hadn't been he who got her pregnant. 



Chapter Nineteen 


Jeanette waited until nearly midnight, fighting off 
sleep all the while, then got from her bed. She removed 
her nightgown but pulled on her robe about her 
nakedness and thrust her feet into bedroom slippers. 
She could feel the excited racing of her heart. So much 
could go wrong. Keith might still be awake. If so, he 
would certainly send her away. Or Flame might be with 
him. That was a possibility that had just occurred to 
her, and she was jolted by it. 

No, damn it — no! 

Nothing would go wrong. She had to believe that. 

She left her room and made her way through the 
darkness to the guest room Keith occupied. She eased 
the door open, slipped inside, and stood motionless for 
a moment on the chance that though he was in bed, as 
she saw, he might not be asleep. The sound of his 
breathing reached her. It was slow and shallow, thatofa 
sleeping person. Perfect, she thought, and smiled to 

220 


herself. 

She closed the door as quietly as she’d opened it, then 
removed her robe and slippers. Naked again, she moved 
slowly to the big double bed. Her heart was pounding 
now, and she felt out of breath. He had the upper sheet 
pushed down to his middle, and he wore no nightshirt. 
The sight of his bare upper body brought her to an even 
wilder excitement. 

Still moving with great care, she got into bed with 
him. He sensed her presence and came partly awake. 

“Flame? My God, you shouldn't have come herel ” 

“Shh . . . Someone will hear you.” 

She moved against him, bare body to bare body. 

No moonlight shone through the windows of his 
room, and she was grateful for the darkness. She was 
also vastly relieved when he accepted her as though he 
was still dull-witted from being aroused from a deep 
sleep. His arms went about her, and he began to kiss and 
caress her. She responded with genuine eagerness, for a 
wave of passion had swept her up to dizzying heights. 
Within minutes they were joined. With Keith, she felt 
no pain as she had with Davey. But she couldn’t now, 
for she was no longer a virgin. And he didn't ram at her 
with all his might the way that boy had done. Keith had 
a gentle, rhythmic stroking. Sensation such as she’d 
never before experienced took over her entire being, and 
after what seemed too short a while she achieved an 
orgasm. It was no more intense than the wench Laurie 
could have coaxed from her, but she found it far more 
wonderful, because her arms were wrapped about the 
man she loved. 

She had no sooner gone limp with the passing of her 
moment of ecstasy than Keith began to come. Now she 
held him more tightly than before, wrapping her legs as 
well as her arms about him, so that he was her captive 
while he erupted within her. She wanted to take all of 
his semen, down to the very last drop of it. This was 
important. He must know that he could have been the 
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one who had gotten her pregnant, if it turned out that 
she had conceived. 

His body became limp after his bursting ended, but 
he remained in her arms for some minutes. She felt his 
now softened organ slide out of her. He could take that 
away from her, but he couldn’t deny her the semen now 
within her. That was hers to keep. She was jubilant over 
how well her scheme had worked. 

Drowsy of voice, as though already on the verge, of 
going to sleep again, Keith said, "It was wonderful, 
sweetheart. And your coming to my room proves that 
I’m right. We shouldn’t wait to be married.” 

Jeanette knew he believed he had made love to Flame. 
She also knew the time had come to let him know he 
was mistaken. 

"I’ll marry you any time you want, darling,” she said. 
"And I think that after what's just been between us that 
it had better be soon.” 

He recognized her voice and was jolted out of his 
return to sleep. “My God, Jeanette; what the hell are 
you up to?!’ He raised himself on his right forearm and 
stared at her in the darkness. "You crazy little fool! 
Don’t you have better sense than to pull such a stupid 
stunt! Why, you could become pregnant! Don't you 
realize that?” 

She laughed softly. “Of course I realize it. I knew I’d 
be running that risk when I came here. But since you 
told me to come, saying you wanted me so badly— 
wanted me desperately, you said—I decided to take my 
chances. I wanted you as much as you did me, after all.” 

"You’re out of your mind. I didn’t tell you to come 
here. I haven't talked with you privately in days.” He 
pushed himself to a sitting position, then took her by 
the arms and pulled her up. “I get it! You’re trying to 
trick me into marrying you. You know it’s Flame I love, 
but you—’’ 

“But I’m going to have you, darling,” Jeanette said, 
then pulled away from him and got from the bed. "I 
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have it all worked out, as you’ll learn when the time is 
ripe." 

She went to the door and picked up her robe and 
slippers. After putting them on, she looked at him 
again. 

“Better make up your mind to accept it, Keith,” she 
said. “You have no way of changing things to suit 
you.” 

She left him with that, smiling smugly to herself as 
she went back to her own room. Her plan was going to 
work, no doubt about it . . . 

Keith remained as she had left him for a long time. He 
was stunned. He was also disbelieving. How could he 
have made love to Jeanette believing she was Flame? He 
knew how, of course. That conniving little bitch had 
deliberately planned it that way. Waking him from a 
sound sleep, not telling him it was she, taking advan¬ 
tage of his grogginess and the darkness to trick him, 
getting him to the rutting stage before he was fully 
aware of it. Keith’s reeling mind knew she had been able 
to put it over on him because, as the old saying had it, 
all cats were gray in the dark . . . 

Flame told Matt Hagarthy about Patrick McLarin’s 
advice first thing in the morning. Being a cotton- 
growing man, the overseer was all for planting cotton 
again. The prospect of putting the field hands to work 
at the plantation’s original main crop brought a grin to 
his bearded face. He spat tobacco juice copiously before 
following up his nod of agreement with words. 

“Seems likely that there will be smuggling of goods 
back and forth. Miss Flame. And there ain’t enough 
soldiers in the whole United States Army to keep it from 
happening." 

They decided to plow and seed some of the fields 
where farm produce was now in the process of being 
harvested. Flame also decided to forget about buying 
steers to fatten for the market. The area of woodland 
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being cleared would also be put to growing cotton. 

"If only I hadn’t sold off so many of our field hands,” 
she lamented. 

Hagarthy showed that he possessed some sensitivity. 
"You did what seemed right at the time, Miss Flame. 
One thing, you didn’t go so far as the Creightons and 
give up planting altogether.” 

She smiled at him. "Thank you for not saying ‘I told 
you so.’ ” 

This was one of the few times she and the overseer 
were on good terms. 

On reluming to the house for her noon meal, she saw 
that a detail of blue-clad soldiers was in bivouac along 
the public road near the entrance to La Belle Terre’s 
driveway. Since this had to be one of the patrols Captain 
Forbes had promised to send out to scout the area, she 
rode down to this small group of the enemy. To her 
surprise, the man in command of it turned out to be the 
captain himself. 

She was caught up by embarrassment when facing 
him, even though he couldn’t know about her dream of 
which he had been a part, or that she had thought of 
him several limes since having it. She found when they 
greeted one another that he again had an impact upon 
her. She was so very conscious of his presence that she 
thought she might be overwhelmed by him under 
certain circumstances, such as being alone with him. 
Which would never happen, she told herself. Since he 
and his men were dismounted, the latter eating their 
midday rations, she too swung down from the saddle. 

Smiling, she said, "I never would have believed I'd be 
glad to see Union soldiers here, Captain. But I must 
admit I am.” 

"Look on us as your safeguards for law and order, 
Miss Amberton. After all, we’re not ogres—monsters. I 
decided to take a ride out this way to get the lay of the 
land for myself.” 

"I’m on my way to lunch. Will you have something 


224 



with me—a cup of chicory, at least? ” 

“Thank you, but I must decline. We have orders not 
to fraternize with civilians in occupied territory.” He 
showed a dazzling smile. “One of General Butler's more 
inane orders.” Then, in a sober vein, he asked, "Have 
you had any of the trouble you anticipated since I last 
talked with you?” 

Flame shook her head, still too aware of his presence 
and what it did to her. “Maybe I’ve been like the boy 
who cried wolf. But everything is as peaceful here as 
ever. The fact is, I never did expect our own slaves to 
give us trouble. There’s only one thing ... I have it 
from the house servants that the field hands are doing a 
lot of talking about their soon being freed.” 

“That's to be expected. The preaching of the aboli¬ 
tionists somehow reaches even the most ignorant 
Negro. Those black people must have a grapevine of 
which we know nothing.” He gazed at Flame in silence 
for a moment, giving her the impression that he was 
appraising her as a woman. Then he said, "Well, at the 
first sign that you’re being threatened in any way, from 
any source, send a rider to me with a message. My 
company has set up a permanent camp behind that 
warehouse in town. If I receive such a message. I’ll have 
some men out here in a hurry.” 

"I’ll feel safer knowing that. Captain." 

Flame knew that all that was necessary had been said 
and that she should now leave him. But something 
held her there. Somehow she didn’t want give up his 
company. What it was about him that got to her, she 
didn't know. He was, after all, not only a stranger but 
an enemy of her Southland. 

Stalling her departure, she said, "To tell you the 
truth, I hadn’t felt unsafe until our guest, Lieutenant 
Markham, pointed out the possible dangers. He says 
that he knows from experience that things can get out of 
hand once Union troops occupy any area formerly held 
by Confederate soldiers.” 
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"Ah, yes, the Lieutenant," Steven said. "What outfit 
was he with? ” 

"He and my brother Philip were with an infantry 
regiment serving in Virginia.” 

"Does he hail from these parts?” 

She shook her head. "He’s from Virginia. His 
family’s plantation is behind Union lines. Because of 
that, and also because Phil and he are close friends, my 
brother invited him to be our guest until he recovers 
from his wound.” 

Steven seemed in no more of a hurry to part from her 
than she did from him. He took a cheroot and a match 
from the pocket of his shirt. He held the small cigar 
between his teeth and lit the match with a thumbnail. 
His gaze remained on Flame as he puffed on the cheroot 
until it was burning to his satisfaction. Then he asked a 
question that threw her off balance mentally—an 
indiscreet question. "Wedding bells some time soon, 
maybe?” 

Slow to recover, she asked, "What do you mean?” 

"You and Lieutenant Markham,” he said. “I have 
the impression that such a handsome man and such a 
lovely lady should be attracted to each other.” 

Flame put a chill into her voice. “Not that 1 think it 
any of your concern, Captain, but I am not considering 
marriage for the near future. I have a plantation to 
manage, and I’m determined that we will survive this 
war and the economic hard times it’s brought to the 
South.” She paused, then asked, with an edge to her 
voice, "Now I’ll pry into your private life. Are you 
married, Captain?” 

With a little laugh, he said, “No, I’m not.” Then he 
mimicked her, adding, “And I am not considering 
marriage for the near future.” He turned serious now. 
"I apologize for offending you by asking what is none 
of my concern, as you pointed out. My only excuse for it 
is that I’m inclined to be overly blunt. But you have my 
word that I’ll send help to La Belle Terre if you feel you 
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need it.” 

"Thank you,” Flame said. "And goodbye.” 

She turned away, leading Centaur down the driveway 
toward the house. An arrogant man indeed, she 
thought. Aware that he was a conqueror and pleased 
about it. Daring to ask if she was going to marry Keith. 
The nerve of him! But why did she find herself attracted 
to him? Why had she dreamed of him when she found 
nothing about him to like? Why did he sometimes 
become a thought in her mind? Even though no one 
was about to see her embarrassment, Flame felt her 
cheeks grow warm with a blush. She was embarrassed 
because she realized that she was, without wanting to, 
making a fool of herself over Captain Steve Forbes. 

Damned Yankee, she told herself. He’s deliberately 
trying to get under my skin, and he’s succeeding! 

She made a resolution to keep him out of her dreams 
and thoughts from this moment on . . . 

During lunch, after the presence of the Union patrol 
had been commented upon, Jeanette set off a bombshell 
that jolted everyone at the table. 

With a glow on her pretty face and a show of 
maidenly shyness, she said, "I have a little announce¬ 
ment to make. Keith and I have decided that he will ask 
you, Mother, for my hand in marriage.” 

Flame looked at her with stricken eyes, for in spite of 
what she had told Captain Forbes she had been 
thinking of marriage with Keith. As for that young 
man, he couldn’t have appeared more stunned. All 
morning he had been trying to think of a way to bring 
Jeanette to her senses. He had hoped to reason with her, 
to explain that it was Flame he loved and that she, 
Jeanette, was much too young for him. Shifting her 
gaze from her sister to him, Flame thought he also could 
not have appeared more guilty. Denise seemed taken by 
surprise. Only Philip seemed pleased. A smile had come 
to his still thin but no longer sickly looking face. 

Philip broke the silence that had followed Jeanette’s 
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unexpected announcement. “Hey, you two are sneaky 
ones. You’ve been carrying on a courtship behind our 
backs." 

“Hardly a courtship!" Jeanette said. “At least not in 
the usual sense. Keith simply swept me off my feet. It 
happened only last night. We suddenly realized that we 
were meant for each other and. . . well, to express it in 
an acceptable way, something of great importance took 
place between us. And as Keith said afterward, ‘Of 
course we can’t go on like this. It wouldn’t be proper. 
Marriage is the only answer, and the sooner the better.’ ” 
She looked at him with what seemed a loving smile. 
“Isn’t that so, Keith?” 

Keith still looked stunned and guilty. He made no 
reply. He seemed so taken aback that he was rendered 
speechless. 

Flame had gone cold with an inner chill. Looking at 
her sister again, she understood what was happening. 
This pretty girl, who was far from being as immature as 
she seemed, had tricked Keith. She had seduced him, 
and it had happened just last night. Now she was 
making the most of it. Keith couldn’t reveal what had 
really happened between them. He was too much of a 
gentleman to accuse a young lady of conniving and 
lying. 

Flame was reminded that she herself had seduced 
Keith the previous night. But she could justify that, she 
felt. She had done it to rid herself of that ridiculous 
dream of Captain Forbes that had upset her so greatly. 
As she continued to gaze at Jeanette, she began to hate 
her. 

Denise said, “Well, young man, whathaveyou to say 
about this?” Her lovely face showed pleasure and 
amusement. “Have you nothing to say for yourself?” 

Keith finally recovered from the shock he’d received. 
He forced a smile and then said what was expected of a 
proper gentleman. 

“It did happen quite by chance, Mrs. Amberton. And 
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under the circumstances, I hadn’t expected Jeanette 
to—well—make a public confession of what hap¬ 
pened.” He smiled at her again, with an obvious effort. 
"In due time, I shall ask you for the hand of your 
daughter in marriage.” 

"And perhaps,” Denise said, having no inkling that 
anything was amiss, "the wedding should take place in 
the near future. One never knows . . .” 

As was often the case with her, she left the thought 
uncompleted. She was thinking, of course, that the 
"chance” assignation between her younger daughter 
and Keith might result in a pregnancy. A disturbing 
thought for her, for the moment at least. Such things 
didn't happen in the best of families, among which was 
numbered the Amberton family. 

She continued, “Keith, you know you have my 
permission to marry Jeanette. I’ll be delighted to have 
you for a son-in-law. Now let’s make this a happy 
occasion.” She looked at Pierre, who stood at his place 
by the sideboard. “I don’t suppose we have any cham¬ 
pagne chilled, do we? ” 

“No, Mistress Denise,” the butler replied. “We 
haven’t even any champagne in stock. We haven’t had 
since the master’s going-away party.” 

"We must order some,” Denise said vaguely, her 
mind already on other matters. “What about a wedding 
dress? I’d always hoped that one of my daughters would 
be married in mine, but I suppose you, dear, will want 
to have one made according to what’s fashionable 
nowadays.” 

"I’ll be happy to wear yours, Mother,” Jeanette said. 
“I’ll try it on right after we’ve finished lunch, to make 
sure it doesn’t need alterations.” 

"If only Monique were here, she could fit it to your 
figure perfectly.” 

"But Monique is long gone. Mother,” Jeanette said, 
sugary of tone, and giving Flame a look that revealed 
how jubilant she felL 
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Suddenly Flame could take no more of this. She 
pushed back her chair and excused herself as she rose. 
She hurried from the dining room, fearful that if she 
became any more upset than she already was she would 
lose what she had eaten. Her stomach was churning. . . 

Keith was angry enough to strangle Jeanette once he 
was over being stunned by the way she had tricked him. 
She wasn’t the Amberton sister he wanted for a wife. He 
wanted Flame, he kept telling himself. Then he began 
to rationalize the matter. So far as women went, he had 
long ago discovered, there was little difference between 
them when it came down to essentials—their perfor¬ 
mance as bed partners. He told himself finally that 
Jeanette’s liveliness, her vivadousness, would make her 
a better partner in love than Flame. He was inclined to 
be homy by nature, and he had the impression that sex 
was a game that the younger sister would play to the 
hilt. 

He had dedded on Flame for an entirely different 
reason. He’d believed that his marrying her would lead 
to his eventually becoming the master of La Belle Terre, 
which he wanted far more than any particular woman. 

But the other night, after they'd made love in the 
gazebo, of all places, she had given him reason to 
suspect—to know, in fact—that she wouldn’t marry 
him until after the war ended. And also that she would 
expect him to present her to his family beforehand. 
That he couldn’t do. Once Flame knew his background 
she would realize that he was a fourflusher—a gentle¬ 
man only by pretense. 

Keith managed to convince himself that with Jean¬ 
ette as his doting wife, he might be able to convince 
her, along with her mother and also her brother, that 
running the plantation was a job for a man rather than 
fora young woman. He could point out that Flame had 
already made one serious mistake in giving up the 
growing of cotton and a second in selling half of the 
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field hands. Yes, Keith decided, he might well end up 
replacing Flame as manager of La Belle Terre through 
marrying Jeanette. 

He left the house with the Henry rifle after lunch. 
Going to the stable, he had Tobey saddle a horse for 
him. He was riding away from there when Jeanette 
called to him. He rode to meet her, anger stirring in him 
again, but he smiled down at her as he reined in his 
mount. He had to admit she was a most desirable young 
lady and had last night been a delectable partner at 
lovemaking. 

"Well, my bride-to-be, what's on your tricky little 
mind? 1 hope it's not a demand that I spend the 
afternoon with you.” 

"Oh, no. I won’t make too many demands on you, 
darling.” 

“For a mere eighteen-year-old you are quite a co¬ 
quette.” 

"I had to work.fast to get ahead of my dear sister, after 
all” 

Keith still smiled, but now he spoke with a sharp edge 
to his voice. "Don't feel so smug. There are ways a man 
can get back at a girl once they've entered holy 
matrimony." 

She too changed her tone of voice, replying to him 
almost harshly. "Don’t take that for granted, Keith. 
You see, you’re going to need me, along with Mother 
and Philip, to help you replace Flame as La Belle 
Terre’s manager—which is what you really want more 
than anything in the world.” She smiled again, her 
sweetest. “You see, I know you very well. And I also 

know, darling, that you’ll be a very loving husband to 
»» 

me. 

Keith realized that she was wise far beyond her age. 
He turned his horse and rode away from her, headed for 
the woods where he would at least have the pleasure of 
trying out the Henry rifle. 
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Flame said, mocking of tone, "Well, you certainly 
were led down the garden path by that starry-eyed 
innocent sister of mine, weren’t you, Keith?” 

She had found him, as she had expected, in the study, 
still working on the collection of guns he felt would be 
needed to defend La Belle Terre against some terrible 
danger. 

He said, ignoring her comment, “If we could have 
gotten a few more rifles, I could have trained some of 
your slaves in their use. When troublecomes, we’ll need 
every man we can get.” 

"You didn't answer my question.” 

He laid aside the Henry rifle, handling it as though it 
were some precious objet d’art, then looked at her. 

"That little bitch put one over on me with the 
expertise of a streetwalker.” 

"With which you’ve had experience, of course.” 

“Flame, I’ll tell the absolute truth. I woke up in the 
middle of the night and I thought it was you. I didn’t 
know until too late that it was Jeanette.” 

"By too late, you mean after you’d made love to her? ” 

"Yes. I’m sorry.” 

"Well, it hardly matters, does it?” she said. "You’re 
marrying an Amberton, which will make you master of 
La Belle Terre one day—as you want to be.” 

She turned to leave, then looked at him from the 
doorway. 

“You'll only get to be that over my dead body,” she 
said, and laughed without mirth. 
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Chapter Twenty 


£Mame had no erotic dream involving Captain Steven 
Forbes that night. She slept fitfully, nevertheless. 
During her periods of wakefulness, she thought of how 
cunningly Jeanette had snared Keith—and hated her 
for it. But she also wondered if he, about whom she’d 
had doubts, was really the man she wanted for herself. 
Certainly she was shedding no tears over having lost 
him. 

She dozed off and woke up so often, due to her 
troubled state of mind, that when she heard shouting 
voices in the distance she wasn’t sure for a moment that 
she wasn't sleeping and having a nightmare. Then, 
realizing that she was awake, she raised herself on her 
elbows and listened intently. She still heard voices 
shouting, and now she heard gunshots as well. Next she 
saw a ruddy glare against the lace curtains of her 
windows. She got from bed, caught up by alarm, and 
went to one of the windows. She held the curtain aside 



and gazed out into the night. 

Her windows looked out over a stretch of woods 
beyond La Belle Terre’s gardens. Beyond the area of 
trees and brush was located the house and buildings of 
the abandoned Creighton plantation. It was from there 
that the increasingly bright glare came, as well as the 
shouting voices and gunshots. For a moment she was 
simply mystified, then she became aware of what was 
happening. The Creighton house had been set upon by 
a gang of men who were evidently in a state of frenzy. 
The house was being vandalized—burned. 

Keith had been right in fearing that such thingswould 
happen! 

Terrified, for she had the thought that those un¬ 
known men would turn their attention to La Belle 
Terre next, she ran out into the hall. Strangely, even 
after what had happened between Keith and her—and 
Jeanette—it was his name she called. She called out at 
the top of her voice, all but screaming. 

“Keith, wake up! Keith, something terrible is hap¬ 
pening! ” 

She reached the door of his room and began pound¬ 
ing on it, still calling out to him. She heard him answer, 
and a moment later he opened the door. He had pulled 
on trousers but was otherwise unclothed. 

“What's wrong, Flame?’’ 

Her voice was off key and overly loud with hysteria. 
"A crowd of men is burning the Creighton house. 
They’re yelling as though they’re out of their minds. 
And they’re shooting off guns. They may come here 
next! ” 

“All right,” he said, calm of voice. "Now that we’re 
warned we’ll be ready for them. I’ll get some more 
clothes on, and you, in the meantime, wake Phil and 
ring for Pierre.” 

Brought out of her hysteria by his calmness, she did as 
he told her. She got her brother from bed and told him 
what was wrong, then went to the top of the back stairs 
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after tugging at a bellpull a number of times so the 
servants would know it was an emergency. When Pierre 
appeared below with a lighted candle, she told him 
what was wrong. 

"You’d better go wake Matt Hagarthy,” she added. 
"Tell him what’s going on and say that I want him to 
come here.” 

"Yes, Miss Flame.” 

The butler’s voice too was unruffled, and that served 
to steady her even more. She returned to her own room 
to pull her robe on over her nightgown and put slippers 
on her feet. Her sister had been wakened by her calling 
out so frantically and appeared at the doorway of her 
room. 

"Flame, what in heaven's name are you yelling 
about?” Jeanette asked. “Have you lost your mind?” 

"The Creighton house! ” Flame told her. "Some 
crazy men have set it afire! They may come here next! ” 

The glare of the fire had spread over the night sky by 
the time everyone, including even Denise, had come 
downstairs to the study. 

Keith had lighted a single candle, saying, “No more 
lights than this. I’ll put it out if that bunch of wild men 
comes here, so they won’t see us to shoot at.” 

He held the Henry rifle, and Philip had taken up one 
of the late John Amberton’s rifles. Hagarthy wore his 
holstered revolver and had brought along his shotgun. 
Flame went to the desk and picked up her dead father’s 
revolver. It was too large and heavy for a woman’s hand, 
but she had been taught to shoot it by John Amberton 
shortly before he went off to war. She wondered now if 
he had foreseen that La Belle Terre might one day—or 
night—be faced with this sort of trouble. 

Keith maintained his calm, and Philip too, because 
of his having been a soldier, had himself well in hand. 
In the faint light of the single candle, Matt Hagarthy 
looked bleary-eyed and unsteady. He’d evidently gone 
to bed drunk and still wasn’t over it. Flame thought. 
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Pierre looked as though he felt helpless. It was the first 
time she had ever seen him not in control of a situation 
within the house. Even the female servants, including 
the cook, Mathilda, and her helper, Cindy, were pres¬ 
ent. They stood in a tight group outside the study 
doorway, sharing their fear with each other. 

Keith said, "I don't need to tell Phil to shoot to kill if 
those men come here. I am telling you to do it, 
Hagarthy. You’re to make every shot count. The only 
way we’ll be able to hold them off is by killing or 
wounding as many of them as possible.” 

"Hell, I know that,” Hagarthy grumbled. 

"There’s something else you can do before they come, 
if they do come,” Keith told him. "Show Pierre how to 
load and shoot that other rifle of the late master.” 

Pierre looked helpless no longer. He immediately 
went to take up the remaining rifle on the desk. The 
overseer followed him, moving lurchingly on unsteady 
legs, to give him instructions in the handling of the 
weapon. 

Keith now went to the mistress of La Belle Terre, 
smiling at her and touching her on the shoulder as 
though to reassure her. 

"I’d like it if you ladies would go upstairs, where 
you’ll be out of harm’s way. And you might, Mrs. 
Amberton, tell the servants that they should return to 
their rooms.” Without waiting for her to reply, he 
turned to Jeanette. "Will you see your mother back 
upstairs, please?” 

When they had gone and the female servants had been 
sent to their part of the house, Keith looked frowningly 
at Flame. 

"You too should go upstairs.” 

“No. I’m staying down here and doing my part.” 

"You can’t possibly be of help, you know.” 

”1 can,” she said, defiance to authority in her voice. 
She held up the revolver. "Father taught me to shoot 
this before he went away.” 
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Their eyes met, and the two of them stared at each 
other in a challenging manner for a long interval. 
Finally it was he who looked away. He nodded as did so. 

"All right, stay. But don’t expose yourself more than 
necessary when you use that gun." 

He turned to the other men. "Phil, you post yourself 
in the drawing room. From there you can see anybody 
who may come through the woods or down the road. 
Hagarthy, you go to the compound and wake some of 
the nigger bucks. Pick out four of the biggest and 
strongest. Arm them with any sort of weapons you can 
find—ax handles, pitchforks, anything—and bring 
them here. We’ll post them at the French doors to break 
some heads if anybody tries to come in that way.” 

He scowled at the overseer, then added, "And for 
God’s sake, try to sober up. You’ll need steady hands 
and eyes if trouble hits us.” 

"Don’t worry about me,” Hagarthy replied. "I al¬ 
ways hold up my end around this plantation.” 

He went out, by way of the door that opened onto the 
porte-cochere, grumbling to himself. 

Flame had to admit that Keith knew what he was 
doing and felt grateful to him for being so capable in 
this time of danger. She followed him when he left the 
study. He crossed the entrance hall, opened the front 
door, and stepped out onto the veranda. She stood in the 
doorway and saw that he was gazing in the direction of 
the burning Creighton house. Aware of her presence, he 
spoke after several minutes. Voices were still shouting 
beyond the woods. 

"I’d give anything to know who those men are,” 
Keith said. "I can’t tell from the way they sound if 
they’re whites or blacks. Can you?” 

“No, I can’t. They're too far away for me to hear them 
clearly. Buy why were they shooting? No one has been 
living over there for a long time. The Creightons didn't 
even leave a caretaker when they moved to the city.” 

“Those bastards were shooting off their guns just for 
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the hell of it. And they’re yelling because what they’re 
doing is sport to them.” His voice took on a tone of 
disgust. "Burning a fine mansion like that. . . What 
satisfaction it gives them, I can’t imagine. But I’d feel a 
little easier if we knew who they are.” 

“Why does it matter?” Flame said. "Whites or 
blacks, they’re equally dangerous.” 

He turned to her, shaking his head, "i doubt that 
they're equally dangerous to us. If they’re whites, they 
may be army deserters or some civilian riffraff out on a 
looting and burning rampage. They may have gone to 
the Creighton plantation simply because it was aban¬ 
doned. They may not bother any place where its people 
are in residence. But if they are slaves in revolt or those 
fugitive niggers of Malheur Swamp . . . Well, as I see it, 
they may have gone berserk and will attack places that 
are occupied.” 

Flame thought of those swamp fugitives, the so- 
called maroons, and recalled that two of them, Jubal 
and Samson, had reasons to hate the Ambertons. 

“If they are the maroons," she said, thinking aloud 
rather than speaking to Keith, "they’ll surely come 
here. Keith, can we really hold them off?” 

“All I can tell you, sweetheart, is that we’ll do our best 
not only to hold them off but to drive them away.” 

She took note of his doubtlessly unconscious use of 
that term of endearment. It caused her to feel a wrench 
at her heart. He might have been the right man for her. 
There was certainly something special about him. And 
now he was being forced to marry Jeanette . . • Tears 
suddenly blurred Flame’s vision. Heartbreak had for 
this moment replaced fear. 

Keith’s voice roused her from her unhappy reverie. 
“Listen . .. They’re still yelling like crazy, but from 
farther away. They’re clearing out and, thank God, 
they’re going in another direction. They’re not coming 
here.” 

Flame listened into the night, and it was as he had 
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said. The shouting was from farther away. Soon it 
could no longer be heard at all. They hadn’t waited to 
see their work of arson completed. The Creighton 
plantation house was still ablaze, though the red glare 
of the flames was not as bright as it had been. Flame felt 
a vast sense of relief, then felt a new alarm as Keith 
spoke again. 

"I’m going to do some scouting, just to make sure 
they’re really going away from these parts.” 

She would have pleaded with him not to take such a 
risk, but she knew he wouldn't pay any attention to her. 
As he descended the veranda steps, she called after him. 

“Be careful, Keith . , . Please! ” 

He raised his left arm to let her know he’d heard. He 
carried the Henry rifle in his right hand. 

He was gone for almost an hour, and during that time 
Matt Hagarthy arrived with four burly field hands. He 
posted two of them at each of the French doors that 
opened onto the veranda. Flame knew them, of course, 
and since they were stolid, middle-aged men, she felt 
that the overseer had picked four who could be trust¬ 
ed—up to a certain point, at least. They might not stand 
their ground if an attack occurred and their lives were in 
danger, but she was sure they would use the clubs they 
carried to good advantage unless the odds were over¬ 
whelming. Flame could only hope that they wouldn’t 
be put to the test. . . that La Belle Terre wouldn’t be a 
target for those berserk or drunken raiders who had set 
fire to the mansion at the neighboring plantation. 

When Keith returned, a smile had replaced his grim 
expression, and he said, once he was in the study and 
had at last laid down the Henry rifle, ‘‘They’re all gone 
from the Creighton plantation. I came close enough to 
a small group of stragglers—seven or eight—that I 
could hear them talking. By the sound of their voices, 
they were Negroes. There were many others, farther off. 
I heard them doing some more of that crazy yelling. The 
entire lot was making its way south, but not along the 
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road. They were keeping to the fields and the next 
stretch of woodland.” 

"That direction would take them to Malheur 
Swamp,” Matt Hagarthy said. “I reckon they were 
maroons. I was told by Ed Hanlon, when he was 
overseer for the Creightons, that some of their slaves 
had run away. He figured they’d taken to the swamp, 
since none were ever caught. Could be that they were 
working off a grudge against that family tonight.” 

Flame shivered, chilled by a return of fear. Two of the 
maroons had reason to hate the Ambertons. One of 
them, Samson, had reason to hate her especially. She 
feared that sooner or later Jubal and Samson would 
lead the fugitives in an attack against La Belle Terre, to 
work off their grudges .. . 

When daylight came, the manor house of the Creigh¬ 
ton Plantation was a mere mass of charred and smoking 
ruins. Flame had ridden over to look at it with Keith 
and Philip. 

She could only think to say, “It was such a beautiful 
house. And all gone in a single night.” She knew the 
Creightons could bear the loss financially, but she 
nevertheless felt saddened. 

When they had been in residence there, they had 
given many wonderful parties, as the Ambertons had 
done before the war. Musicians hired for some of those 
affairs had come from the Landing, and there had been 
dancing. Drinks had flowed copiously, and buffet 
tables had been laden with a great variety of dishes. 

Keith said, ‘The people who lived here can be glad 
they moved away.” He was in a solemn mood this 
morning. "They would certainly have been butchered.” 

Philip looked worried. “What can we do to protect 
ourselves? We're just too few to stand off a mob of 
rampaging maroons, especially when they’ve somehow 
gotten hold of guns.” 

“I know what can be done,” Flame said. "I’m going 
to see Captain Forbes again. I’ll demand that he does 
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what Sheriff Hobbs never had the courage to do—wipe 
out that nest of fugitives, once and for all.” 

Keith shook his head. “Union troops aren't going to 
fight our battles. They don't care at all about the 
civilian population. Those at the Landing were sent to 
rout any of our soldiers that might have been there. 
That’s all they’re concerned with.” 

“I’ll see about that,” Flame replied. "I’m leaving for 
there now—just as I am, in my riding outfit, and 
mounted on Centaur. I'm not going to worry about 
appearances any more. The time for looking and acting 
properly is past.” Keith started to protest, but she 
forestalled him by saying, "No, I won’t do otherwise. 
And I don’t want anyone with me. I can handle that 
Yankee more easily if I’m alone.” 

She believed this to be true, but only because she 
hoped that she'd had as much of an impact upon 
Captain Forbes as he’d had on her. 

She set out for Burke’s Landing, and she pushed 
Centaur hard the entire way. She eased up on the 
stallion only when she had the town in sight. She held it 
to a walk down the main street, then turned in past the 
warehouse to the field where the Union soldiers had 
raised their tents. Only a few of the blue-uniformed men 
were to be seen, and one came forward as she ap¬ 
proached the camp. 

"Something I can do for you, ma’am?” 

“I must speak with Captain Forbes. It’s urgent.” 

"He’s not here, ma'am. I’m Sergeant Kiley, and I’m 
in charge while he’s away. There was some trouble 
south along the road and some more down by the 
riverfront during the night. The Captain is out with 
most of the company, looking for a band of robbers.” 

"When will he get back, Sergeant?" 

"There ain’t no telling. If he’s onto the trail of those 
robbers—thieves and killers, they are—it may be a long 
chase. If there’s anything I can do . . 

Flame had never felt so frustrated in her life. She had 
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taken too much for granted in believing she wouldfind 
Forbes sitting idly waiting to be, as he'd expressed it, at 
her service. But it was not as Keith had insisted. The 
captain was doing something about protecting the 
civilian population, else he wouldn’t be out now with 
most of his men to apprehend some lawbreakers. Flame 
took hope from this, convinced that he would send help 
to La Belle Terre when he returned here. 

"There is something you can do for me, Sergeant 
Kiley. I’ve already spoken to Captain Forbes about 
possible trouble at my plantation. La Belle Terre. He 
promised to send help if I needed it. I need it now— 
badly. Last night, the plantation house nearest mine 
was burned by a band of fugitive slaves from the swamp. 
Some of them bore a grudge against the owners of that 
plantation. Two of them also bear a grudge against my 
family and me. I believe they’ll lead that band of 
fugitives against our house in the very near future— 
maybe even tonight.” 

She had spoken with an excited rush of words, and 
now had to pause to catch her breath. 

“Everyone at La Belle Terre is as terrified as I am,” 
she went on. "My brother and two other white men are 
there with me, but they can’t possibly beat off an attack 
by such a band of slaves who have turned vicious. We’ll 
ail be murdered—and that includes my mother and my 
sister—unless we have help.” 

“You are in a bad way, ma’am,” Sergeant Kiley said. 
“I'll tell the Captain what you said, when he gets back. 
By the way, you didn’t tell me your name. I’d better have 
it, to give to him.” 

“Miss Amberton,” she told him. “Miss Flame Amber- 
ton.” 

The sergeant nodded, his young but soldier-stem face 
taking on a sympathetic expression. “1*11 tell him as 
soon as he gets back. Miss Amberton.” 

“Thank you, Sergeant.” 

As she turned Centaur about to ride away from the 
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camp, Kiley said, "Ma’am, you’ve got your mount 
blowing and lathered pretty bad. You’d better give it a 
r est before you start back to your plantation. If you 
don’t, you’re likely to have it collapse under you.” 

Flame said, over her shoulder, "Thank you for the 
advice. I will give my mount a rest over at Barton’s 
Mercantile.’’ 

She knew that Jason Barton would be pleased to have 
her visit with him for an hour or two. And she, like 
Centaur, could do with a rest. She had made the long 
trip in too much of a hurry, only to be disappointed at 
its end because she hadn’t gotten to deliver her plea for 
help to Captain Forbes personally. 

Flame took it more slowly on the way back home. 
Even so, she was a tired young woman on a tired horse 
when she arrived at La Belle Terre. She turned Centaur 
over to Tobey, ordering him to give the stallion a 
thorough rubdown before letting it have water and feed. 
She was so weary that she fell like an old, old lady when 
entering the house. She then found, to her annoyance, 
that Jeanette and Keith were in the drawing room 
holding what seemed a most intimate conversation. 
This was the moment when she realized fully that Keith 
was not the man for her. 

Ignoring them, she hurried to the staircase to go up to 
her room. No, he was not for her. He was far from being 
that special man she had hoped would one day enter her 
life and sweep her off her feel. Any man who could turn 
from her to her sister so quickly was not for her. No, 
Keith Markham was not for Flame Amberton. 

She was nearly to the second floor when Keith, 
having come to the hall, called to her. She stopped and 
looked down at him with cold eyes. Handsome he was, 
and he could be charming, but at the moment she felt a 
strong dislike for him. 

“Well, what is it?” she asked. 

"How did you make out with the gallant Yankee 
when seeing him alone? ” 
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She ignored his sarcasm, putting it down to spite. He 
had probably been offended because she had refused to 
let him accompany her to town. He might also resent 
her having appealed to the enemy captain for help. 

Jeanette came from the drawing room to ask, "Is the 
Captain coming with some of his cavalrymen, Sis?” 
Her tone was as friendly as if they hadn ’t fallen out over 
the young man whose arm she now took with a show of 
possessiveness. "I certainly hope he is,” she added. 

"I didn’t get to see Captain Forbes,” Flame said, her 
voice toneless to hide the bitterness she felt toward her 
sister. "Only a few soldiers were at the camp, and none 
was an officer. Other crimes besides the burning of the 
Creighton house took place.” She shifted her gaze to 
Keith. “And, for your information, he is out with most 
of his men trying to apprehend the culprits. So he is 
trying to protect the civilian population.” 

"But will he give us protection?” Keith countered. 

"It’s my belief that he will try to,” Flame said, and 
went on to her room. 

She rang for a maid, then went to the washstand and 
poured water from the big china pitcher into the basin. 
She was washing her hands and face when the bell was 
answered by one of the maids. It was Rachel, who 
entered the room after knocking on the door. Reaching 
for a towel, Flame told her to bring up a tray from the 
kitchen. 

"I’m hungry, Rachel. Starved, in fact. But I need to be 
alone—away from the others. So bring me a little 
snack.” 

“Yes, Missie. Right away.” 

Flame was seated on the chaise longue, eating the 
snack with the tray held on her lap, when someone else 
knocked on her door. 

“It’s Phil, Flame. I’ve got to talk with you.” 

She resented having her moment of solitude intruded 
upon, but she reminded herself that she had no reason 
to be annoyed with her brother. 
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“Come in, Phil.” 

Philip wore a sober look when he came into the 
room, which was rare for him. Normally, now that he 
w as recovering from his illness, he was cheerful of 
countenance. He seemed to have nothing to say, and 
went to stand by a window, looking out, with his hands 
thrust into his trousers pockets. Her welcoming smile 
hadn't taken away his overly serious expression. 

"I didn’t get to see Captain Forbes,” she said, to break 
the silence that was becoming taut. "But I left a message 
for him with one of his sergeants. I'm sure he'll send 
some of his men here once he’s told we are in danger.” 

"I hope he does,” Philip said, facing her. “ Without 
his help, we’ll be in a bad fix if the maroons raid La 
Belle Terre.” He was silent for a moment, then added, 
‘There’s something I must say to you, Flame. You 
won’t like it, but . . . Well, it must be said.” 

She looked at him uncertainly. "If it must be, get it 
said, Phil. And don’t be upset about my not liking it.” 

“It’s this. Sis,” Philip said. "Managing the planta¬ 
tion is too much for you. We’ve talked it over—Mother, 
Jeanette, and I—and we’ve decided that you should let 
Keith take over. That will give you a chance to lead the 
proper sort of life for a Southern lady. What do you 
think? It’s a good idea, isn’t it?” 

Tired though Flame was, she felt anger flare up in 
her. 

“What do I think? I think that your friend, the very 
proper Keith Markham, who wants to take over man¬ 
agement of La Belle Terre in the worst way, put you 
three up to this. I also think that he wouldn’t make as 
good a manager as I am. I was away most of the day, but 
he didn’t ride out to make sure that Matt Hagarthy was 
keeping the slaves busy—getting the most work out of 
them. When I came in, a little while ago, he was sitting 
in the drawing room spooning with Jeanette. Why 
didn't he take over for me, as a man capable of being a 
proper manager would have done?” Flame set her tray 
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aside and got to her feet, defiant of manner. ‘1 don’t care 
what Mother, Jeanette, and you have decided behind 
my back. I’m still going to run La Belle Terre.” 

"Now don’t be angry, please, Flame.” 

"I am angry—damned angry,” she said. "This man 
who struck up such a close friendship with you has 
moved into our home and planned from the very first 
day to set about taking over—replacing me. He may 
have been a good soldier, but I doubt that he knows 
anything about growing crops—any kind of crops.” 

“But he comes from a plantation that raises tobacco 
and apples." 

"So he told us.” 

"You think he lied?” 

"I do.” Flame realized at this instant that she did 
indeed believe that Keith had lied about his back¬ 
ground. "Because he never really talks about that 
plantation. He never says he yearns even to visit it and 
his family. In my opinion, Phil, he decided when he 
saw how good a place La Belle Terre is to—well—make 
it his place in the sun.” 

Philip shook his head in disagreement. “I think 
you’ve misjudged him. Maybe because you're angry 
over his having preferred Jeanette to you.” 

Flame decided to be honest with him. "I was angry 
about that for a little while. Then I realized that he 
wasn’t right for me—and I got over it. I actually had 
small doubts about him from the start. They kept 
growing into larger ones. You can tell Mother and 
Jeanette for me that I’m going to go on running this 
plantation for as long as I'm able. I’ve made mistakes, 
but I'll see that it survives this war and these difficult 
economic times.” 

After a pause, she added, “You might tell him that he 
should do as most men do when they marry. . . That is, 
he should provide a home for the girl he marries—even 
if it is his parents’ home.” 

"I did invite him to come here, Flame.” 
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"And he evidently intends to sponge off us forever.” 
With that nasty remark. Flame went to the door and 
opened it to show Philip that the discussion was ended 
and that he should leave. 


Chapter Twenty-one 


Flame began to worry that Sergeant Kiley hadn't given 
her message, urgent as it was, to Captain Forbes. Either 
that, or the officer was staying away from his camp for 
an unduly long time. No soldiers arrived at La Belle 
Terre during that day. No courier arrived with word for 
her that help would come. Another night was at hand, 
and with it came a return of fear to the people of the 
plantation. 

Patrick McLarin stopped by at dusk, on his way 
home from a visit to Burke’s Landing. In a hurry, he 
declined Flame’s invitation to come in and merely talked 
with her at the front door. He too was worried. After 
commenting on the wanton act of arson at the Creigh¬ 
ton plantation, he gave her disturbing news. Matters 
were indeed getting out of hand now that the Confeder¬ 
ate soldiers had been replaced by those of the Federal 
government. 

His bearded face grave of expression, McLarin said, 
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"It's getting to be as bad as when I first settled here. 
Travelers are again being robbed, and some of them 
killed. I heard that half a dozen plantation houses have 
been burned. Word is that a plantation in Alabama had 
a slave uprising. The planter and his overseer were 
killed and their women raped. Thieves were victimizing 
people right along the landing’s riverfront last night, 
and a band of armed men attacked a stagecoach on the 
south road at the same time. Its driver was killed and the 
passengers robbed.” 

“What about you, Mr. McLarin? Can you defend 
your plantation?” 

"I aim to do my best, Flame. One thing in my favor is 
that I’m on good terms with my slaves and I have half a 
dozen who can be trusted in time of trouble. I have rifles 
enough for those six, and I’ve trained them to be crack 
shots. So with them and my overseer, I figure I should 
be able to stand off any bunch of night raiders. I’m 
going to keep guards posted from nightfall to dawn, 
and if I sleep at all it’ll be mighty light. I don't want to 
be taken by surprise. You’d better take the same 
precautions, Flame.” 

“I intend to, Mr. McLarin. I also made a trip to town 
today, to appeal to the commanding officer of the 
Union troops there to help us defend La Belle Terre. He 
was off looking for those outlaws that have suddenly 
come out of nowhere. But I left an urgent message for 
him. And previously he did promise to send help if 
danger threatened La Belle Terre. It’s the maroons of 
Malheur Swamp who burned the Creighton house, and 
it’s them that I fear. Two of them have reason to hate us 
Ambertons.” 

"They’d be those ornery bucks, Jubal and Samson?” 

“Yes. I’m convinced they’ll want revenge on us.” 

McLarin swore under his breath. “Sheriff Hobbs 
should have gone after them with a posse long ago— 
and stayed after them, until he had them rounded up. 
We planters should have kept after him until he did. In 
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(act, we should have gotten together with him and 
mounted a real expedition to do the job. We were 
mighty negligent, and now we’re likely to have to pay 
for it.” 

”1 intend to ask Captain Forbes to do something 
about them when I see him again,” Flame said. "If I get 
to see him before it’s not too late for La Belle Terre.” 

“Well, I hope you have luck with him,” McLarin 
said. ‘Trouble is, he may be more concerned with 
maintaining law and order close to the Landing and 
not bother with us folks this far out in the countryside.” 
Showing a mirthless smile through his black beard, the 
planter added, “Maybe we’re about to be paid back by the 
blacks for having made slaves of them. A grim sort of 
justice.” He shook his head against the thought. 
"Thai’s my Irish heritage making me talk like that. I 
remember my father, who was from County Cork, 
telling of how his people were oppressed by the British. 
He really had a big hatred for the Limeys all his life, 
even though he spent half of it in this country. Well, I 
must be on my way. It’s getting on toward dark, and my 
womenfolk will be getting worried about me. Good 
luck to you, Flame. I hope those maroons don’t come to 
La Belle TerTe.” 

“And I hope they don’t come to your plantation, Mr. 
McLarin,” Flame replied. “Give my best regards to 
your wife and daughters.” 

She thought about what McLarin had said after he 
had ridden away. She wondered if he hadn't spoken 
truer words then he’d realized. Having grown up 
among slaves, she had never seriously considered the 
rightness or wrongness of the Negroes being held in 
bondage. It was simply the way of life of the aristocratic 
planter class and of the well-to-do dty dwellers who 
kept slaves for house servants. If she had given the 
matter any thought previously, she would have con¬ 
vinced herself that, without slavery, the economy of the 
Southland would collapse overnight. She still believed 
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it would. But now, because of McLarin’s words, she 
asked herself if it were proper to keep human beings as 
slaves. 

Maybe it's a sin against God, who created us all — 
blacks as well as whites. 

Matt Hagarthy had more bad news when he came in 
with the field hands after the day’s work. He came to the 
study door and told Pierre, who answered his knocking 
upon it, that he wanted to talk with Miss Flame. She 
went there to speak to him instead of having him come 
into the study. That room had been taken overby Keith 
Markham since the alarm of last night, and she didn't 
want him to take part in a discussion about the details 
of the plantation work. That work was not on the 
overseer’s mind, however. 

Completely sober at this hour of the day, Hagarthy 
looked worried. He sounded worried too, as he said, "I 
spotted some strange niggers skulking around in the 
woods west of our fields just before I called it quits for 
the day. My hunch is that they were some of those 
damned maroons keeping watch on us.” 

"Which could mean they’re planning to raid us 
tonight.” Flame felt a return of the terror she’d had last 
night. "We’ll have to take measures. You come over to 
the house after you’ve had your dinner. And bring those 
four bucks with you.” 

"Yes, Miss Flame. I figured you’d want that.” 

Flame saw that the sun was barely down and that 
smoke rose from the chimneys of the log buildings of 
the slaves’ compound. The field hands were cooking 
their evening meal. Flame knew of no way to protect 
them, but at the same time she doubted that the 
maroons would molest them. It was the whites against 
whom the fugitives, now turned outlaws, bore a grudge. 

At the dinner table, Flame told her family and Keith 
Markham of her conversation with Patrick McLarin 
and of Matt Hagarthy’s report. This served to take the 
edge off the appetite of them all. Keith was quick to take 
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over again, and Flame didn’t resent his doing so. When 
it came to defending the house against attack, he was far 
more capable than she. 

"We’ll do the same as last night,” he said, his voice 
again taking on a reassuring tone of authority. " You 
ladies will retire to the second floor, and the female 
servants should remain in their part of the house—with 
the kitchen door locked.” He looked at Flamequestion- 
ingly. “Did you tell Hagarthy to come here with those 
four bucks?” 

"Yes, I did.” 

He continued to look at her, taking care to let no 
feeling for her show on his handsome face. If he had any 
feeling for her, she thought bitterly. "I do wish you too 
would go upstairs tonight, Flame.” 

She shook her head. “Since I can handle a revolver, I 
intend to do my part—as I should, since La Belle Terre 
is my responsibility.” 

He moved his shoulders in a slight shrug, saying no 
more on that score. 

Shortly after nightfall a group of horsemen was heard 
coming in the driveway from the public road. From the 
front door, which he had opened, Keith called to the 
others to hold their fire. 

"They’re soldiers, so far as I can tell. Yes, they’re 
Union cavalrymen.” 

He stepped out onto the veranda, going to its steps, 
and Flame followed him. He was carrying the Henry 
rifle, she the Colt revolver. She saw that there were but 
five horsemen. She had hoped that a much larger 
number would have been sent by Captain Forbes. 

A voice called from the darkness. "Hello, the house. 
No need for you to be alarmed. We’re friends.” 

Flame’s heart seemed to give a lurch. She had 
recognized the voice as that of the captain himself. He 
had indeed kept his word to her. Womanlike, she 
wanted to believe he had done so because he had taken a 
personal interest in her. 
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After havi ng his four men rein in their mounts a short 
distance from the house, he came on to the steps. He 
gave Flame and Keith one of his casual salutes. 

"Captain Forbes, United States Army, at your ser¬ 
vice,” he said, with military formality. "I received your 
message, Miss Amberton, and decided to come myself to 
see what the situation here is really like. I took note of 
the burned plantation house just down the road. You 
do indeed have reason to worry.” 

"Thank you for coming, Captain,” Flame replied. 
"Something more has happened to worry us. Our 
overseer saw some strange Negroes in the woods beyond 
our fields. He believes they werespyingon us—as I do.” 

"And you believe they're the fugitives from the 
swamp?” 

"Yes, I do. All of us here are convinced of that.” 

"I’ve talked with the sheriff about them, and he 
estimates that about eighty runaways, most of them 
males, live there." 

"He’s almost certainly right,” Flame said. "But 
won’t you dismount and come in, Captain? After all, 
you’ve come not to fraternize with us but to protect us. If 
your men care to put up your mounts in the stable, you 
may tell them to do so. And if they would care for a 
meal. I’ll have our cook prepare one for them.” 

"That’s very kind of you, Miss Amberton,” the 
captain said, and dismounted. He gave orders to his 
men, then came up the several steps to the veranda. He 
greeted Keith in a perfunctory manner, then looked at 
Flame again. "I came with so few men because trouble 
has broken out at Burke’s Landing and also outside it. 
Things may be more peaceful in that area for a little 
while, for we had a small battle with a gang of 
ruffians—killed five and arrested seven. My two lieuten¬ 
ants should be able to maintain law and order until I get 
back there. You upriver people seem to have all sorts of 
lawbreakers among you. Miss Amberton.” 

Keith replied to that, speaking almost curtly. "As 
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everywhere. Captain, we do have a criminal element. 
I'm surprised that you are taking it on yourself to 
attempt to protect the civilian population in territory 
you occupy. Are you sure your General Butler would 
approve?” 

"What the general doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” 
Steven replied. ”1 see. Lieutenant, that you people do 
have some guns, after all.” 

"Only for our own protection. And you may stop 
addressing me by my former rank. I’m out of the army 
and I won’t be able to serve the Confederacy again as a 
soldier.” 

"Whatever you say, Markham," Steven said. He 
regarded Flame with obvious curiosity. "Have you ever 
fired that revolver?” 

“I have, sir,” she ’said, her tone challenging. “My 
father taught me to fire it before he went off to fight. If 
you’re about to say that a woman shouldn't be handling 
a gun, you may as well save your breath. I intend to 
stand with you men if the maroons come. I couldn’t 
possibly do otherwise.” 

She turned and led the way into the house. 

“By the way, Captain, it’s been agreed that Mr. 
Markham is to be in charge of our defense. Do you have 
any objections to that?” 

“Not at the moment,” Steven replied. "But if there is 
trouble and I find fault with the gentleman’s plans. . . 
Well, I will takeover.” He turned to Keith. “How have 
you got your men posted?” 

Keith still spoke curtly when he replied, and Flame 
supposed it was to be expected that he should resent the 
captain because they were enemies. The thought oc¬ 
curred to her that she too should feel a measure of 
enmity toward Forbes, for it had been one of his kind 
who had taken her father’s life. Strangely, she harbored 
no ill will for him. How could she, she asked herself, 
when he had responded personally to her appeal for 
help? 


Keith explained that he had four trustworthy slaves 
armed with clubs guarding the two French doors that 
opened onto the veranda, that the plantation overseer, 
ar med with a shotgun and a revolver, was posted at the 
kitchen door, and that Philip, with a rifle and a 
revolver, was keeping watch from the windows of the 
second floor. 

"That leaves the butler, Pierre, guarding the door to 
the porte-cochere. He’s a good man for a nigger, but 
he’s merely been shown how to handle a rifle. He has 
yet to fire one.” 

"And you with that Henry rifle?” Steven asked. 

"I’ll be wherever the largest number of maroons hit 
the house. As for you and your four men, I’m open to 
suggestions from you.” 

"Thank you, Markham. I noticed that there is a third 
floor to this house. I’d suggest that my men be sent up 
there, for they’ll have a clear range of fire as those 
maroons, as you call them, approach the house. As for 
myself, I’ll stay down here with you people.” Steven 
turned to Flame. "But you did offer to give my men a 
meal. I think there is time for them to eat, since the man 
upstairs hasn't called out an alarm yet.” 

"The man upstairs is my brother, Philip, Captain,” 
she said. "And your men will be fed. You too, of 
course.” 

She went to the doorway to the study and called to 
Pierre. She told him to go to the kitchen and have 
Mathilda prepare a quick meal for the five Union 
soldiers. 

She then said, to Keith and the captain, “If you’ll 
excuse me for a moment, I’ll go up and tell my brother, 
my sister, and my mother that you've arrived to help us 
in our time of need." 

Downstairs a light burned only in the study, and 
there would now be one lighted in the kitchen so that 
the cook could get food ready for the blue-uniformed 
soldiers. Upstairs all was dark. 
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Flame found Philip at the window at the front end of 
the hall. He nodded when she told him of the arrival of 
Captain Forbes and his four cavalrymen. 

“I watched them ride in,” he said. ‘Td feel better if 
there were more of them. Still, five more guns are better 
than nothing. And maybe we’ve had this scare for 
nothing. The maroons may not show up.” 

“Oh, they’ll come, Phil,” Flame told him. “Some¬ 
how I know it.” 

He grinned at her. "Your woman's intuition tells 
you so, eh? ” 

"Something does,” she said, and went to their 
mother’s room. 

Jeanette was with Denise. They had a candle burn¬ 
ing. The light it gave was very dim, and they had taken 
the precaution of drawing the drapes across the win¬ 
dows. When Flame told them about the arrival of the 
Union soldiers, her mother looked pained. 

“Enemy soldiers in this house,” Denise said. "When 
your father is dead because of their kind. How awful.” 

"They’re here to make sure that we’re not killed too, 
Mother,” Jeanette said. “You must think of them in 
that way.” That was an unusually sensible statement 
for her to make, but the next instant she revealed the 
still immature side of her nature. "I’d like to go down 
and see them. What are they like. Sis?” 

That was typical of her. Flame thought. Even though 
Jeanette had tricked Keith into agreeing to marry her, 
she was still curious about other men. A bit flighty, like 
their mother, Jeanette would almost certainly be a flirt 
even after she was married. Looking at her in a less than 
charitable way, Flame shrugged. 

"They’re like our own soldiers,” she said. "The only 
difference is that they wear blue uniforms instead of 
gray ones.” She turned to leave, then added, "If the 
maroons come, the soldiers will shoot at them from the 
third-floor rooms. So don’t either of you be alarmed by 
hearing them above you. And stay away from the 
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windows, both of you. if there is fighting.” 

When she descended the staircase. Pierre was coming 
from the direction of the kitchen. Just enough light 
came from the lamp in the study for her to identify him. 

"The soldiers are in the kitchen being fed, Miss 
Flame," the butler said. ‘Tour of them. The captain is 
in the study talking things over with Mr. Markham. I 
told him he could eat now, but he said he'd be along in a 
little while. Reckon he thinks, like Mr. Markham, that 
we still don‘t have enough people to stand against those 
maroons.” 

“We’ll have to hope we do, Pierre. If I thought it 
would help, I would pray that we can hold them off—or 
that the maroons don’t come.” 

“Yes, Miss Flame. Praying might not help, but it 
wouldn’t hurt any.” 

“I suppose you’re right,” Flame said, thinking of 
how she had said her prayers each bedtime when a little 
girl. She couldn't remember having prayed, outside of 
church service, since she had become old enough to 
think for herself. She had been remiss on that score. 
Perhaps it was too late to offer up a prayer for divine 
help now. 

Captain Forbes didn’t go to the kitchen to eat until 
his men had finished their meal and he, along with 
Keith, had taken them to their posts on the third floor. 
When he did go there, she followed him—without 
knowing why. Was she perhaps attracted to him on the 
rebound? Did she want him interested in her, because 
Jeanette had stolen Keith away? She didn’t know. The 
table had been cleared after his men had finished eating, 
and young Cindy was setting a place for him. Mathilda 
was slicing a large piece of baked ham. She looked at 
Flame with her plump, black face a study in fear. She 
had two candles lighted, and there was also a glow from 
the embers in the fireplace. In her anxiety over what 
might happen, the cook stared with widened eyes and 
the whites of them showed all around their irises. 


257 



Flame wanted to reassure her, and herself as well. 
"Maybe the maroons, won’t come, Mathilda. Let's hope 
not.” 

"I’m scared twice over, Missie,” the cook said. 
"Because my boy Samson might be one of them—and 
he could get killed.” 

Not knowing what to say to that, for she had long ago 
forgotten that Samson was Mathilda’s son, Flame 
merely shook her head sympathetically. 

"You be wanting something to eat too, Missie?” 

“I’d like a cup of chicory—nothing more." 

She looked at Steven, as she had come to think of him, 
and said, "That place is yours. Captain. Do sit down.” 

She seated herself at the opposite side of the table, 
sipping the cup of chicory that Cindy served her while 
Steven ate heartily. She had the feeling that he was 
deliberately ignoring her. Perhaps he didn’t want logo 
against General Butler’s orders that Union soldiers 
weren't to fraternize with the civilians of those parts of 
the Southland they occupied. Hedid break his silence to 
compliment Mathilda on her cooking, to her obvious 
pleasure. 

"This is the best meal I’ve had in months,” he told 
her. "Your baked ham is wonderful, Mathilda.” 

“Thank you kindly, sir. I can tell you how your 
womenfolk could make it be that good eating. The 
secret is to add a bit of molasses while it be baking.” 

"I’ll keep that in mind, for when I have a wife 
cooking for me.” 

"You ain’t got no wife, Captain, sir?” 

"No, I haven’t. And I have no need for one at present, 
traipsing all over this godforsaken Southland as I've 
been doing for almost a year now.” 

Flame ventured to say, "Some people love it here in 
the South, Captain Forbes.” 

"And some find it a mighty poor place to live.” 

“You’ve had Southerners tell you that?” 

"One person did.” 
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"Oh?” 

He didn’t reply to her unspoken question until he 
had cleared his plate, eaten the last of the biscuits that 
had accompanied it, emptied his cup of chicory, and lit 
up one of his cheroots. 

"The person was a very attractive young lady who 
claimed to be your half-sister.” 

Flame was so jolted that she burst out involuntarily, 
"Monique? You know Monique?” 

He nodded, smiling faintly. 

Flame was caught up in an agony of embarrassment. 
She now understood his slightly mocking way of 
speaking to her. By some wild coincidence, he had 
gotten to know Monique and now he was here at the 
plantation that had been the wench’s home. Monique 
would have told him everything, of course. She would 
have revealed that she. Flame, had sold her, when it had 
been their father's wish that she should always remain 
at the plantation. Flame could imagine the low opinion 
he had of her. She marveled that he had come so 
willingly to La Belle Terre on her appeal for help. 
Stranger still was what she now admitted to herself— 
that she wanted him to think well of her. 

She could only say, "How is she getting along?” 

"Well enough.” 

“Does her new master treat her kindly?” 

"She had no complaints about his treatment of her. 
But he’s gone from New Orleans now. He had to clear 
out because he’s a shipowner and had his ships running 
the blockade. He feared that he’d be thrown into prison 
or even executed.” 

"That leaves her without anyone to take care of her.” 

Steven could be blunt at times. He was now. "Does 
that worry you. Miss Amberton?” 

“Well, I wouldn’t like knowing she’s in want.” 

“She isn’t,” he said. "And she won’t be.” 

Flame was about to ask what he meant by that when 
Matt Hagarthy, who was watching from a window, 
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said, "Somebody's coming. Just one man. He’s coming 
at a run, but he looks as though he’s on his last legs. He 
came from the woods between here and the Creighton 
plantation. He’s stopped by the washhouse.. . leaning 
against the wall, like he’s done in. What'll I do, 
Captain?” 

Steven was already up from his place at the table, his 
cheroot left on his plate. He drew his revolver from its 
holster as he strode to the window. "You sure he’s 
alone?” he asked, looking out into the night. 

“There’s moonlight enough to see out there,” the 
overseer replied. “I can’t see anybody but that one. You 
see him?” 

“Yes, I see him,” Steven said. “Cover me with that 
shotgun of yours. I’ll go out and challenge him.” He 
went to the door, unlocked it, then looked at Flame 
before opening it. "Go alert Markham that something 
is about to happen.” 

Opening the door, he went outside. Hagarthy 
stepped to the door with his shotgun posed for use. The 
shadowy figure by the washhouse started moving 
again. He took a few steps, stumbled, and then fell to his 
hands and knees. He struggled to rise, but the effort that 
required was too much for him. He began to crawl now. 
Steven saw that he was a Negro—a very young and very 
black buck. 

"Stay as you are,” Steven said, covering him with his 
revolver. “Don’t move a hair, my friend, or you’re a 
dead man.” 

The youth let himself fall flat. He wore only ragged 
trousers. He was breathing heavily through his mouth. 
His ebony skin glistened with sweat. He managed to 
raise his head and look at the man who had challenged 
him. 

“Who you be, mister?” 

“I’m an officer of the United States Army. And you?” 

"Samson’s my name, sir,” the black youth said 
between gasps for air. “This here plantation used to be 
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my home, sir. The folks what live here know me. 
Honest.” 

"And I know about you,” Steven said. " Why’d you 
come back, knowing that you could still be punished 
for the wrong you did?” 

“To tell them folks that the maroons are coming. I 
didn’t come because of the white folks, but for my 
mammy and Monique. I was scared they’d be hurt by 
those crazy niggers from the swamp. Even killed, 
maybe. I don’t want nothing bad to happen to my 
mammy—or to Monique, because she helped me run 
away. You tell Missie Flame and Mister Hagarthy that 
they're coming, sir? You do that?” 

“Forbes is my name—Captain Forbes.” 

“Yes, sir. Captain.” 

"You’ve been living with the maroons in the 
swamp?” 

"Yes, sir. Up until today, when they got to talking 
about they going to bum the house here, like they did 
the other one last night.” 

"All right. Get up now, Samson,” Steven said. “You 
can tell Missie Flame yourself. Can you pick yourself 
up?” 

Samson slowly rose, with a great effort. Steven called 
to Matt Hagarthy that all was well. 

"It's your runaway, Samson,” he added. "I’m bring¬ 
ing him in.” 

As he followed Samson, who moved as though he 
would collapse again from exhaustion, to the kitchen 
door, Steven didn’t feel exactly fearful. He was the 
victim of a sudden uneasiness, however. He’d seen 
action in five full-fledged battles and half a hundred 
skirmishes. But he had been fighting an enemy he 
understood. Negroes were total strangers to him, and 
these renegade blacks would be wholly unpredictable in 
the way they fought. They would also have tremendous 
odds on their side. Steven had reason to be uneasy. 
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Chapter Twenty-two 


Steven realized upon returning to the kitchen that 
Mathilda was the young buck’s mother. She had him 
enveloped in her obese embrace and now began crying 
in a strange, keening manner. She kept saying over and 
over that she praised the Good Lord, adding that she 
had never thought to see him again. Finally she held 
him by theshoulders.atarm’s-length.andstaredathim 
with tear-filled eyes. 

“And here you be! But what for, boy? Why you be 
coming back when knowing Missie Flame going to be 
having you gelded and sold?” 

Flame had risen from her place at the table. Shegazed 
at the black youth in a wondering way. Keith Markham 
had come to the kitchen. He stood just inside the 
doorway of the hall. Steven closed and bolted the door 
to the outside and stood with his back to it. He watched 
the scene being unfolded here as though these people 
were actors on a stage. All of them were his countrymen, 


262 


yet their ways were as alien to him as if they were from a 
foreign land. Samson told her why he had returned. 

"You're a good boy, Samson, to be doing that,” 
Mathilda said. "But I ain’t scared none, and so I ain’t 
leaving this house to be hiding. We ready for them 
maroons. We got soldiers here. Soldiers in blue uni¬ 
forms.” She looked at Flame and now spoke in the 
pleading tones of a supplicant. "You see what a good 
buck my Samson is, Missie? You ain’t going to be 
having him took to that horse doctor now, is you?” 

Sensing Steven watching her intently, Flame said, 
"No, Mathilda, I’ll not have him punished any more. 
The past is forgotten and forgiven, now that he came 
back to warn us about the maroons.” She smiled at the 
mother and son. “By the looks of him, you’d better feed 
him. He’s become so thin he looks half starved. And you 
look exhausted, Samson. Sit down at the table.” 

Samson turned from his mother and looked around 
at the white people gathered there. He appeared sud¬ 
denly shy, so much so that he seemed uncomfortable. 
But he did as he was told, taking a chair at the table. 

"I be tired, all right,” he said. "I be running all the 
way from the maroons’ hideout in the swamp. Yeah, I 
sure be tired.” 

Keith gave him time to drink a cup of chicory and 
wolf down a couple of biscuits, then began questioning 
him about the maroons. "How many are there, Sam¬ 
son?” 

Since the youth was uneducated, it was like pulling 
teeth to get even an approximate number from him. 
Finally Keith thought to ask if there was as many of the 
swamp people as La Belle Terre had field hands. 

"More, I reckon, sir.” 

"How many more?" 

Samson held up his hands, the figures splayed. "That 
many more? That ten, huh, sir?” 

Keith nodded. "How many of them are men?” 

"All but this many.” Samson now held up eight 
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fingers. "They wenches. There some young ones too, 
but I ain't be counting them.” 

"How many of the men will come here?” 

“All of them, I be supposing." 

"How many have guns?” 

Samson had to think about that for a lengthy 
interval, frowning with deep concentration. Finally he 
held up eight fingers again, saying, "Maybe that many, 
sir.” 

"Where did they get the guns?” 

“They done steal them guns, sir.” 

After many more questions, Keith learned that the 
maroons did a great deal of stealing. The strongest and 
most courageous of them ventured out at night to prey 
upon the whites. They sneaked onto plantations to steal 
food. They prowled the roads and attacked white men 
who were traveling alone or in pairs. Catching their 
intended victims by surprise, they always managed to 
overpower them. They killed these unfortunates and 
hid their bodies where they would never be found. It 
had been from travelers that they had acquired the guns. 

Finally Keith asked, "When will they get here, 
Samson?” 

“Reckon they be coming in the middle of the night, 
sir.” 

"And they intend to kill the white folks here?” 

Samson nodded energetically. "They be going to 
pleasure themselves with the white ladies. They ain’t 
knowing you got soldiers here.” 

With Flame and Keith, Steven now left the kitchen. 
They went to the study, where Pierre stood guard at the 
door to the porte-cochere. The oil lamp still burned 
there, but now Keith turned its flame low. They looked 
at each other in the dimness, all three solemn of 
expression. Since all of them seemed at a loss for words 
at the moment. Flame crossed the room and told Pierre 
about Samson’s return and his warning that the ma¬ 
roons would attack La Belle Terre tonight. 
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“I thought they would,” the butler said. "I had a 
feeling.” 

"I did too,” she replied. “Be careful when they come. 
Don’t lake any foolish risks.” 

He smiled broadly, teeth gleaming white against the 
blackness of his face. "I won’t throw my lifeaway, Miss 
Flame. If those renegades want to kill me, they’ll have a 
hard time doing it. I only wish I’d had some practice 
with this rifle.” • 

“I wish you’d had too, Pierre,” Flame told him. 

When she rejoined Steven and Keith, the former was 
saying, "It seems a proper time to call for reinforce¬ 
ments. But if I send one of my men it’ll mean one less 
gun firing when we come under attack. And it might be 
a long time before more of my men get here. Still, I’d 
like to get a message off.” He looked at Flame. “Do you 
have a Negro who can ride like hell and also be 
trusted? ” 

She thought instantly of Tobey, who had once made 
the ride to Burke’s Landing to give Dr. Lawson word 
that he was needed. "The stable boy. He’s only fifteen, 
but he can ride like a jockey. And he can be trusted. I’ve 
sent him to town on occasion.” 

“Good,” Steven said. "If you'll furnish me with a 
sheet of paper, and pen and ink, I’ll write out an order 
for Lieutenant Hadley, who’s in command during my 
absence." 

Flame told Pierre to go to the stable and wake Tobey. 
’Tell him he’s to ride to town right away, and that he’s 
to saddle up one of the best horses.” 

Steven seated himself at the desk, and Flame took a 
sheet of paper from a drawer for him. She watched him 
write the order, seeing that there was no tremor in his 
hand. Soldiers, she thought, never seemed to lose their 
composure. She was having a bad case of nerves. Fear of 
what the night was to bring had given her a queasy 
feeling in her stomach. 

Pierre returned as Steven rose from the desk chair 
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with the order in his hand. "Tobey’s saddled up. Miss 
Flame. He’ll be ready to leave in a minute or two.” 

"Thank you, Pierre,” she replied. And to Steven she 
said, 'Til have to go out and give him orders. He almost 
certainly wouldn't make the trip on your say-so alone. ” 

Keith didn't go outside with them, for which she was 
grateful. She wanted a moment alone with Steven, 
though she didn't know exacdy why. She couldn’t 
possibly be attracted to him. He was not only a stranger 
but also one of the enemy. And because he knew 
Monique’s story, he almost certainly had little respect 
for Miss Flame Amberton of La Belle Terre. Being a 
Northerner, he wouldn’t understand how harshly 
slaves must be dealt with at times. 

After they’d seniTobeyonhis way, mounted on a fast 
horse and with the orders for Lieutenant Hadley tucked 
inside his shirt, Steven stood gazing intently toward the 
stable. He seemed to be debating some matter with 
himself. Finally he looked at Flame as though having 
come to a decision. “There’s something I think you’d 
better do, Miss Amberton. That stable is a pretty 
handsome building, and the maroons might bum it if 
we manage to keep them away from the house. I’d 
suggest you have the horses turned loose and driven out 
to the fields—including those belonging to me and my 
men. They can be rounded up tomorrow.” 

"That’s something I should have thought of. I’ll go 
tell the stableman to take the animals out of their 
stalls.” 

'Til tag along, if you don’t mind.” 

Though pleased, Flame merely said, “If you like.” 

After she’d given Elijah the order for the horses to be 
turned out, explaining why it was to be done, she saw 
that Steven was gazing at the washhouse, which stood 
midway between the manor house and the slaves’ 
compound. 

“Anyone living in that?” 

“Not at present,” she said. “The woman who does the 
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washing and ironing for the family lives in the com¬ 
pound with her man and their children. All the slaves 
live over there, except for the house servants. They have 
quarters off from the kitchen." 

"The maroons may set fire to the washhouse too. 
Will they bother with the compound, where their own 
kind live?” 

Flame shook her head. “It's only us whites that they 
hate.” 

He nodded, then said, “I’m going to take a walk all 
the way around the house, to get the lay of the land.” 

She went with him, and he gave her a wondering 
look. “You’re following me about like a homeless 
puppy. Why?” 

“I haven’t the faintest idea, really.” 

“Trying to make Markham jealous, maybe?” 

“He is going to marry my sister. Captain.” 

“Hmm. A wise choice, I’d say.” 

Taken aback, Flame asked, “On what do you base 
that nasty remark?” 

Grinning, he said, “I take you to be a spitfire. One 
that a man might not be able to control.” 

“Oh, I see. You’re judging me by what I did to 
Monique.” She stopped, gripping his arm and forcing 
him to face her. “Look, Captain Forbes, I had a very 
good reason for ridding La Belle Terreof that overbear¬ 
ing wench.” 

“She’s quite a wench, I’d say. But tell me, did you 
have the right to sell her?” 

"I felt that I did because of the way she was 
misbehaving, even though I went against my dead 
father’s wishes.” She stared at him with anger for 
meddling in what was none of his concern. “ You seem 
very impressed by her. Did she mean something impor¬ 
tant to you?” 

Before Flame could guess Steven’s intention, he took 
her by the shoulders, drew her to him, and kissed her 
lingeringly on the mouth. He continued to hold her, his 
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arms about her now, and would have kissed her again. 
Angered that he should take such a liberty with her, she 
pulled away. 

"If you believe I invited that, you’re as wrong as you 
can be. You think too well of yourself, Captain Forbes." 

She turned away, and he said, sounding amused, 
"Call me ‘Steve,’ why don’t you—now that we’re on 
intimate terms." 

She faced about and looked at him with a frosty 
gleam in her green eyes. " ‘Intimate’ is hardly the word 
for it,” she said, and continued walking toward the 
house. 

"Spitfire! ” she heard him call after her. "Yes, it will 
take more of a man than Markham to tame you!" 

She fled to her room. She was upset—unreasonably 
so, she knew. Even though she hadn't invited it, she had 
wanted him to take her in his arms and kiss her. She 
dropped the revolver she’d been carrying all evening 
onto her bed, then settled herself on the chaise lounge. 
His kiss had been no more thrilling than Keith’s had 
been when she’d made love with him, but it seemed to 
have told her something of the utmost importance. 
Steven Forbes could well be the special man she had 
been hoping would come into her life. 

I’ve got to have him . . . Somehow I must make him 
love me! 

Flame had convinced herself that she could be in love 
with Steven Forbes, and it didn’t matter that he was an 
enemy of her beloved Southland. 

That dream of him she’d had had certainly came of 
her knowing, deep inside, that he was the man for her, 
even after having seen him only once, and briefly. She 
had been foolish to have given herself to Keith, about 
whom she’d had doubts, in an attempt to get Steven out 
of her thoughts and dreams. 

If only he hadn't encountered Monique and learned 
from her that Flame could be at times—well, a little 
bitchy. But for Monique, he wouldn't have such a low 
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opinion of her. On the contrary, he would have found 
her a proper young Southern lady—attractive and, 
jpore importantly, desirable. 

Flame jumped up from the chaise and began pacing 
to and fro in the dark room. Somehow she must make 
him realize that she was the one woman in the world for 
him. And she had so little time. He would leave La Belle 
Terre with his men once the attack on it was beaten off. 
He would of course be stationed at Burke’s Landing, 
and she could make frequent trips there to see him. Yes, 
she would run after him—throw herself at him. She 
would be as brazen as she needed to be to get him to fall 
in love with her. 

In her agitated frame of mind. Flame did what was 
forbidden tonight. She went to the bureau and took one 
of the sulphur matches from their glass holder. She 
struck the match and lit a candle. As she studied her 
reflection in the mirror above the bureau, trying to see ^ 
herself as she appeared to Steven, a rifle shot cracked 
against the night quiet. The sound was instantly 
followed by the tinkling noise of breaking glass of a 
window pane. The pane that had been shattered by the 
bullet was in a window of her room. The maroons were 
out there. The attack had begun, with the first shot 
having been aimed at her. 

Caught up by panic, Flame uttered a terrified cry and 
snuffed out the candle flame. That same instant another 
shot sounded. She heard another pane of glass shatter. 
She flung herself to the floor, her thoughts of romance 
replaced by overwhelming fear. 

Steven recalled that Samson had said that only eight 
of the maroons were armed with firearms. From the 
heavy firing outside, it seemed to him that far more than 
that number of the renegades had guns. 

Why they had fired those first two shots, which had 
given away the fact that they were creeping up on the 
house, he couldn’t imagine. Stupidity, he supposed. 
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Something that was to be expected of those poor, 
benighted blacks who lived only God knew how in a 
swamp. 

If they had continued their stealthy advance and then 
at the last instant made a wild rush at first-floor doors 
and windows, they might have taken the house and 
engaged its few defenders in hand-to-hand combat. 
With the odds so greatly against those defenders, the 
fight would have been of short duration. 

As it was, Steven could now hear the crack of the 
carbines of his men posted on the third floor. Echoing 
these reports were the screams of men being hit by the 
bullets from those cavalry weapons. 

Other guns within the house were now firing, those 
of Keith Markham, Philip Amberton, and Matt Ha- 
garthy. The raiders were rushing toward the front of the 
house en masse. Those with guns continued their wild 
shooting. The others yelled like wild men—or drunken 
men. That was probably it, Steven thought. They were 
almost certainly drunk on rotgut whiskey they’d dis¬ 
tilled in their hideout. He went to a window of the 
study, and at that moment the huge mob of maroons 
split into two groups. One group continued to push the 
attack on the front of the house. The other surged 
around to the porte-cochere. Pierre had smashed a pane 
in one of the side windows there and was firing his rifle 
through the opening. Steven stationed himself at 
another of that room’s windows, also breaking one of 
its lower panes so he could bring his revolver into play. 

He had plenty of targets. A swarm of maroons, some 
armed with knives but most with clubs, were pressing 
forward to get inside through the study’s door and 
windows. He fired point-blank into the bunched-up 
raiders, missing with only one of the five rounds in his 
handgun. As the blacks he had hit crumpled to the 
ground, he hastily reloaded the revolver with cartridges 
from his pockets. 

He called out to the butler at the other window. 
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“How are you doing, Pierre?” 

‘‘All right, sir. I shot down two of them. But there are 
so many. Captain.” 

There were indeed many of them. Steven thought as 
he began shooting from the window again. A moment 
later those maroons making the assault on that side of 
the house vanished from there to hit the rear of it. Steven 
ran from the study and down the hall to the kitchen. He 
heard the booming report of Matt Hagarthy’s shotgun 
before arriving back there. The overseer was also firing 
from a window, and Steven went to the other one. Some 
of the attackers were trying to force the door, but it was 
solid and also securely boltrf. Again smashing a pane, 
Steven once more fired his revolver at the horde of 
seemingly crazed swamp Negroes. After four of them 
had been shot down, the entire group back there drew 
off and took cover behind the washhouse. 

"It's costing them too high a price in lives, Ha- 
garthy,” Steven said. "I’m beginning to think we can 
beat them off.” 

But he heard shooting at the front of the house. It 
took him to the drawing room, where Flame and Keith 
were firing from the windows. One of the French doors 
had been burst open, and the two field hands had used 
ax handles to fell the maroons who had attempted to get 
into the house. The two slaves had closed the double 
door. Since its latch had been broken during the assault, 
they had braced it by placing the sofa across the two 
sections. 

Joining Flame at the window from which she was 
firing her revolver, holding it with both hands, Steven 
noted that none of the raiders had hit the south side of 
the house. He thought this must be due to their being 
no door there, but he also wondered if whichever of the 
fugitives had planned and led the raid had some trickery 
in mind for leaving that side of the house alone. 

A great thumping sound took Steven to the entrance 
hall. He found a young man he hadn’t met before 
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methodically firing through the front door. The 
thumping sound continued with a measured regular¬ 
ity. A battering ram, Steven realized, probably formed 
of a tree trunk. One of the door panels gave way under 
the next blow of the ram. It splintered, and the end of 
the ram protruded momentarily through the opening. 
The pounding shifted to another panel. With a sudden 
feeling of alarm, Steven realized that the ram would 
eventually batter the door to bits. The maroons would 
then come charging inside, which would bring about 
the carnage they hoped to see done here. 

“You Philip Amberton?" Steven asked the young 
man, as the latter was forced to take time out to reload 
his revolver. Receiving a nod in reply, he added, “Let 
me have a try at those bastards, Phil.’* 

With his revolver held ready, he moved directly to the 
door. He estimated from the force of the battering ram 
that at least four maroons were wielding it. Standing to 
one side of the broken panel, he glanced outside and 
saw that he was right. Four big bucks handled the ram. 
He took aim with his revolver and began firing. Three 
of the maroons dropped, the battering ram with them. 
The fourth turned and took flight, leaving the veranda. 

Wild shouts and angry curses came from outside the 
drawing room. Next rose yells and screams of pain. 
Steven turned toward that room, removing the fired 
shells from his gun and inserting fresh loads. The 
second of the French doors had given way to the 
pressure from outside. The two La Belle Terre bucks 
posted by it were using their clubs on the attackers who 
tried to enter. 

Keith was shooting with the Henry rifle from a 
window. Flame was making her way through the 
darkness toward the doorway to the hall. Seeing Steven, 
she told him she was out of cartridges and must go to the 
study for more. Although the veranda was swarming 
with maroons armed with all manner of cutting 
weapons and clubs, those with guns stood off from the 
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house and kept shooting at it. Inept at handling 
firearms, they had broken most of the windowpanes at 
(he front of me house but had yet failed to bring down 
a ny of its defenders. 

Abruptly, as on a signal from their leader, the 
maroons beat a hasty retreat. They fled through the 
gardens to the woods that separated La Belle Terre from 
the Creighton plantation. 

“Well, they're gone,” Keith said. "But it took them a 
hell of a long time—and cost them a lot of lives—before 
(hey realized we’d whipped them.” 

“They’ve gone crazy or are drunk on rotgut whis¬ 
key, ’’ Steven said. "Because of their taking such heavy 
losses, I’m not sure they’ve called it quits. In fact, I have 
a hunch we’ve not seen the last of them. I figure the one 
(hat planned and led this raid will try something 
different before he admits he’s beaten.” 

"Leader!” Keith scoffed. "It’s just a mob, with 
nobody giving any orders.” 

“I hope you’re right,” Steven said. 

He had hardly uttered those four words when fight¬ 
ing sounded at the rear of the house again. He ran back 
to the kitchen. At each of the two windows there a 
maroon was trying to climb inside. Matt Hagarthy was 
wielding his shotgun like a club, while the young buck 
Samson was swinging a chair at the man coming 
through the other window. 

Steven fired past Samson, and the attacker, hit in the 
face, dropped backward out of sight. Going to the door, 
Steven unbolted it and opened it a few inches. He 
started shooting at four maroons who were shoving 
another through the window Hagarthy defended. He 
was just in time, for the buck they supported had 
managed to grab hold of the overseer’s shotgun and 
wrench it out of his hands. Steven succeeded in drop¬ 
ping two of them before his gun was empty. He then 
slammed the door shut and rebolted it. 

Now the attack did seem ended. 
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No more shots were to be heard, and the attackers had 
ceased their wild yelling. Hagarthy was muttering 
curses over having lost his shotgun, even though he still 
had his revolver. Outside, and within the house as well, 
the calm was like that after a terrible storm that had 
abruptly subsided. 

“Keep watch, Hagarthy," Steven said. “You too, 
Samson. We can't be sure they're on their way back to 
the swamp.” 

He went through the house, telling the others the 
same thing. In the drawing room he found a dead man. 
One of the plantation blacks had had his throat slit 
while defending a French door. He had sent Philip to 
tell his mother and sister that the maroons might not be 
gone, and now he started up the staircase to give the 
message to his men on the third floor. He met Flame on 
the staircase. She still carried her father’s revolver. 

“Stay away from the drawing room,” he said. “One of 
your Negroes was killed just before the maroons drew 
off. He’s not a pretty sight." 

"I'll get something to wrap him in—a blanket." 

“Why don’t you rest a while? Stay with your mother 
and sister until this thing is over. I’d like you to be as 
safe as possible.” 

“Thank you for caring, Captain." 

“I’d care about you even if you were an ugly old hag," 
he said. “I wouldn’t want those maroons to grab you 
and carry you off." 

Flame was still in a pale green dress she’d worn to 
dinner, but she looked less than her usual attractive self. 
Her auburn hair was in disarray from the active role 
she’s played in turning hack the attack, and she looked 
tired, as though the strain was taking something out of 
her. The revolver in her small hand was an incongruous 
touch. She did feel exhausted, and she knew that she 
was far from appearing feminine. She wished she had 
taken time to refresh herself when she went upstairs to 
reassure her mother and sister. 
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“That means you'd be concerned about any woman,” 
she said. "Your caring about my safety isn’t a personal 
thing with you.” 

She had to submit to his appraising scrutiny before 
getting his reply, and then was pleased by it. 

“Damn it. Flame Amberton; I'm no wooden Indian." 

So he was aware of her as a woman, she thought. That 
pleased her. She decided not to be a properly shy 
Southern young lady. She had the impression that he 
wasn’t a man to be won by coyness. He was a blunt man, 
and he would appreciate honesty in a relationship with 
a member of the opposite sex, she told herself. 

"I know you’re no wooden Indian, Captain,” she said, 
"having been held and kissed by you not long ago.” 

"Since you didn’t object then ...” 

With that he drew her to him, taking her in a tight 
embrace and kissing her again in a lingering way. Her 
reaction was a confusion of jubilation over his finding 
her desirable and tremendous response. This time she 
kissed him in return, and submitted to his hands 
moving exploringly over her body. She felt wild with 
desire. She wanted to take him to her room and give 
herself to him completely, wantonly, but instinct 
warned her that was not the way to win him perma¬ 
nently. 

When he released her, she said, "In time that might 
become a pleasant experience. But of course it could 
only happen after you’ve forgiven me for the nasty 
things Monique told you about me.” 

"We’ll just have to let it work itself out, then.” 

“Yes, we will,” she said, and then, when he released 
her, continued down the staircase. 

Despite the possibility that the house was still 
menaced by the maroons, she felt in high spirits. She 
had lost Keith, but she had a chance of winning Steven. 
And she had come to the conclusion that the exchange 
was for the better. She had no doubts about Captain 
Steven Forbes ... no suspicion that there were flaws in 
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his character. 

Reaching the third floor, Steven was relieved to find 
that none of the four soldiers there had been hit by the 
maroons’ wild gunfire. 

"My hunch is that they’ll make another try," he told 
them. "At least one wants revenge on the family owning 
this plantation, and the others would like to loot the 
house. They’re too stupid to realize what it’s costing 
them in dead and wounded. They must have a leader, 
though I haven’t been able to spot him. Ifyouseeabuck 
who seems to be giving the orders, nail him. Once we do 
for him, that will surely end it.” 

Returning downstairs, he went into the study to talk 
with Pierre. That room was now in darkness, its oil 
lamp having been extinguished when the maroons first 
appeared. The butler turned from the window by which 
he’d been keeping watch. He held the rifle that he had 
by now fired numerous times, with deadly intent. In the 
gloom Steven was unable to make out the expression or 
even the features of his black face. 

j"A question, Pierre,” Steven said. “Mr. Markham 
doesn’t agree with me, but I think that crowd has a 
leader. I don’t believe it’s just a mob gone berserk. I 
haven’t been able to pick out any one of them who 
appears to be giving the others orders, but... if there is a 
leader, would it be that other buck who ran away from 
here? The man named Jubal?” 

After a moment’s thought, Pierre said, "It could be 
Jubal, Captain. He always was a troublemaker when he 
lived here. Not only that, but he’s big and strong—and 
he’s able to get other niggers to do as he wants. Yes, sir. 
I'd say Jubal is the leader if there is one. But I haven’t 
seen him. Of course, it’s hard to tell one of them from 
the other when the fighting is going on.” 

"If they attack again and we could do for him, the rest 
would almost certainly give up and clear out. From 
now on, you do nothing but try to single Jubal out. If 
you see him, let out a yell for me. I want to blow that 
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bastard right off the face of the earth.” 

'i’ll be looking for him, Captain,” Pierre said. “But 
maybe he’s not showing himself. He could be keeping 
himself safe until the others take the house, then come 
and have his revenge.” 

Steven nodded his agreement. He felt uneasy again. 
He had a hunch that unless they picked off the revenge- 
seeking Jubal, the defenders of La Belle Terre wouldn’t 
be able to beat off more than one other attack by the 
maroons. 



Chapter Twenty-three 


Keith Markham had been seized by numerous terrible 
impulses during his twenty-nine years of life. There 
had been the time he was gripped by the urge to drown 
his brother Charlie while they were swimming in the 
river near the plantation on which the Markhams lived 
through the generosity of its owner. He had acted on the 
urge, and little Charlie had died. Their saddened 
parents had never known that the drowning hadn’t 
been accidental. 

Then there had been the time during the war, while 
his regiment was fighting a skirmish with Union 
troops, that he killed his captain by shooting him in the 
back. He’d borne the officer a grudge for having 
rebuffed him when he requested a promotion from 
sergeant to lieutenant... a promotion later given him 
by the man who replaced the murdered captain. 

Keith had had other awful notions, some of which he 
had been driven, as by a demon, to carry out—usually to 
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fatal results. Not all his acts of viciousness had been 
against humans. As a boy he had on one occasion tied 
u p a dog so that it was utterly helpless and left it in the 
woods to starve to death. On another, he had crippled a 
horse belonging to the plantation’s owner by beating it 
with a club. 

Insane? 

No, he was not insane. 

Why, he was by far the brightest member of the 
Markham family. He was brighter than all of its 
members put together. Consider the reading he'd done. 
The books, magazines, and newspapers he’d read from 
cover to cover, knowing that if he were to amount to 
anything in this world he must acquire as much 
knowledge as possible. 

No, he was not insane, Keith told himself. 

He was simply smart enough to look out for his own 
welfare. 

When Flame came into the study, as Keith watched 
from a window against the chance that the maroons 
would return, another terrible idea came to him. She 
alone stood between him and his becoming master of 
La Belle Terre. If she were done away with, he could 
control Jeanette, who was to be his wife. He already had 
Philip’s friendship, and Mrs. Amberton thought him a 
print* of a fellow. 

But Flame . . . 

She was determined to manage the plantation for the 
rest of her life. Thus, she would be standing between 
him and his goal of becoming someone of importance 
... of becoming in actuality the fine gentleman he 
pretended to be. If she were done away with . . . The 
ugly thought slithered snakelike into his mind. 

A single shot from the Henry would rid me of her 
forever. 

But the timing was wrong, he realized. If he’d had the 
idea while the attack was taking place, he could have 
killed her and then claimed she had been hit by a bullet 
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from one of the maroons' guns. 

By God, 1 have the rottenest luck! 

Keith was sunk in a sudden morass of despondency, 
realizing that he had missed his second chance to reach 

his goal. , 

Peering at him through the gloom. Flame asked, 
"Are you all right, Keith? You haven't been hurt?’’ 

••I'm fine. Never felt better." Lying came easily to 
him "We gave them the beating they deserved. Yes, I 
feel fine—because it’s over." 

Flame sensed that he wasn’t feeling as well as he 
claimed. She left the study with the thought of getting 
some refreshment for him. A hot cup of chicory and a 
thick beef sandwich might make him feel a little better. 

Not that she was overly concerned about him. She 
was still too excited by what had happened between 
Steven and herself on the staircase to give much thought 
to anyone else. She knew now that Steven was the man 
she wanted, the man she must have.He was that special 
man; if only Ckxl spared him until this terrible war 

ended . .To lie in his arms at night. To have him make 

love to her. And for her to make love to him. Yes, she 
would do all sorts of things to him. She would give him 
such pleasure that he, unlike her father, would never. 

bed a nigger wench. , . 

Jeanette could have Keith, and Flame hoped that] 
when those two were married—and when people could 
travel freely again, after the war—he would take her to 
the Markham plantation in Virginia—if there was 
such a plantation. Flame didn’t want to share La Belle 
Terre with them. As for Philip . . . when peace came he 
would almost certainly spend most of his time in New 
Orleans. She would encourage him to do so. As for her 
mother, Denise hardly counted, being more or less a 
recluse. She would never come between Steven and 

Flame in any way. , _ , 

Flame had reached the entry way to the kitchen when 
the maroons launched their second attack. One mo- 
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mem, all had been peacefully quiet. The next, more 
gunshots and crazy yells turned the night into a horror 
again. 

The attackers did not immediately show themselves, 
however. Remaining hidden, they set fire first to the 
stable and then to the washhouse. As those two build¬ 
ings burst into flames, a score of maroons made a rush 
toward the porte-cochere door. Again a battering ram 
was used. TTie door was stout, and its lock held firm. 
But Keith and Pierre, alone in the study, knew it would 
eventually give way under such a heavy battering. 

Keith had the Henry rifle fully loaded, fifteen rounds 
in the under-barrel tube. He began firing through the 
door, placing his shots at the level of a man's middle. 
He was gratified to hear some of the men cry out, curse, 
groan. The battering ceased. He had done it, by damn. 
He'd driven them away from the door with heavy losses. 
Keith laughed aloud. He'd been born to be a soldier, all 
right. Just as he’d been born to be a man of importance 
after the conflict ended—master of La Belle Terre. 

He laughed again, jubilantly. He didn’t realize that 
his laughter sounded maniacal to the silent Pierre. 

Now if only the attack continued, and he was given a 
chance to rid himself of Flame . . . 

The stable continued to bum, and so did the wash¬ 
house. A ruddy glare from the burning buildings 
pushed back the darkness at the rear and the left side of 
the manor house. With the attack on the study door 
thrown back, an assault was launched on the front of 
the mansion. The soldiers fired down upon the ma¬ 
roons from the third-floor windows. Philip Amberton 
did his shooting from the second floor again, from the 
window at the front end of the hall. Steven, Flame, and 
the three bucks attempted to hold off the rampaging 
Negroes who tried to gain entry through the windows 
and French doors of the drawing room. The body of the 
slain buck, now covered with a blanket, had been 
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moved to a side of the room. 

While the fighting raged, a giant black man wearing 
only threadbare trousers crept through the bushes and 
shrubbery at the south side of the house, the side that 
had not yet been attacked. He arrived at the wall and 
crouched beneath a window of the dining room. He 
struck a match and lit one of the four pitch torches he 
carried. He rose to full height and with all his might 
threw the blazing torch through the window, shattering 
the glass panes and the wood that had held them. Since 
this side of the house had not previously come under 
attack, he was hopeful that no one was there to defend 
it. 

He knew the layout of the house, for he was Jubal, the 
one-time gardener here. He was the buck who had been 
turned into a eunuch on orders of John Amberton, the 
now dead master of La Belle Terre. Dead or not, John 
Amberton would pay for having taken away his man¬ 
hood, though it would be the white man’s family who 
did the suffering and dying. 

Jubal lit his remaining torches and threw them into 
the already blazing dining room. He intended to go 
back into hiding until the flames spread sufficiently to 
drive the defenders from the house. Then he would 
work off his long-nurtured hatred by butchering John 
Amberton’s son and by letting his companions—those 
who survived—rape John Amberton’s women until 
they died of it. 

Jubal chuckled, relishing even now the sweetness of 
that revenge. He was moving away from the house, 
keeping to the bushes and shrubs, when he was seen by 
one of the soldiers on the third floor. The soldier’s 
cavalry carbine cracked. Hie slug struck Jubal between 
the shoulder blades, and the impact knocked him to the 
ground. He tried to rise, but the soldier fired again, and 
this time Jubal was hit in the back of the head. He 
sprawled face down and did not move again. 
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Steven discovered that the dining room was afire. 
After making sure that none of the maroons was there, 
he strode to the kitchen and shouted for the female 
servants to come and fight the flames. He had logo into 
their rooms, where they cowered in terror, to make them 
obey his orders. 

The mass of maroons attacking the front of the house 
beat a hasty retreat. This time they fled toward the 
woods from which they had first appeared, howling 
mournfully as they went. Some shooting could be heard 
on the north side of the house, but it wasn’t heavy 
enough to alarm Steve. 

He called to Flame as he moved through the darkness. 
"They’ve had a bellyful, I think. I’m going to help put 
out the fire in the dining room. Will you tell Pierre he’s 
needed back there, Miss Amberton?” 

"Yes, of course. Captain Forbes.” 

If he still preferred to be formal after having kissed 
her so passionately on two occasions, she would follow 
suit. 

He went down the hall to the dining room, and she 
crossed it to the study. She found Pierre reloading his 
rifle at the desk. Only Keith was shooting. She told the 
butler to go help fight the fire, then looked at Keith 
curiously as he aimed for a shot from the window by 
which he stood. 

“Are they still attacking here?” she asked. 

He turned toward her, shaking his head. “They’re on 
the run. I was shooting to keep them running. You 
know, you’re the one person I wanted to see—especially 
since you’ve sent Pierre away.” 

"See me? What about, Keith?” 

"Yes, I wanted to see you, my dear Flame.” His voice 
was oddly cheerful. " You camejust at the right time. . . 
just before the maroons broke and ran. The thing is, 
only you and I know that none of them are just outside. 
I’ll tell the others that a few remained, oneof them with 
a gun. He fired through the window and the bullet 
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struck you.” He gestured with his rifle. It was a 
menacing gesture. " You do understand the necessity of 
my getting rid of you, don’t you, my dear?” 

“Keith, you’re talking like a madman! Are you saying 
that you’re going to kill me? In what way have I harmed 
you?” 

“You stand between me and my becoming master of 
La Belle Terre,” he said. “You would never give up 
managing it. It’s your whole life. You’re not like other 
women, willing to accept a woman's proper role in life. 
You see, there is no Markham plantation for me to take 
Jeanette to when we’re married. My family lives on a 
tenant farm that’s part of a plantation owned by a rich 
relative of my mother. But for his charity, the Markham 
family would be as poor as church mice. So you can see 
how I must lift myself up in the world. The only way I 
can be the somebody I want to be is by becoming master 
of La Belle Terre. And you stand in my way.” 

Even during the fighting Flame hadn't experienced 
such fear as gripped her now. She had been in danger 
then, but now she was surely about to be murdered. Her 
fear was pushing her to the verge of panic, but then she 
heard someone approaching in the hall—someone who 
might save her life. 

Speaking now, she raised her voice. She did not need 
to put hysteria in it; that was already present. 

“So you’ll murder me to become master of La Belle 
Terre! You must be insane! ” 

With that she turned toward the door in flight. The 
person she'd heard in the hall appeared, and she 
collided with him just as Keith fired at her. Fired once 
and then again. Or so it seemed to her. Two reports had 
indeed sounded, but the second was the heavier blast of 
a revolver. 

The person with whom she had collided began to fall 
away from her, saying, “Flame, I’ve been hit!” 

Steven . . . She tried to hold him upright by wrap¬ 
ping her arms about him. He was too heavy for her. He 
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had become a dead weight. He collapsed to the floor. 
She turned to look at Keith, expecting to see him about 
to shoot again, but he lay sprawled, face down and 
unmoving, on the floor at the opposite side of the room. 
Steven’s shot had ended his life ... his madness. 


285 



Chapter Twenty-four 


Monique finally found the courage to do as both Mr. 
Judson Creighton and Captain Steven Forbes had 
advised her. She acquired a new bag—a leather one this 
time, not a cheap carpetbag—and a hat box also of 
leather. She packed her best things, and when she took 
passage on the riverboat for Burke’s Landing, she had a 
stateroom like a fine white lady. 

She had gone to talk with a member of the law firm, 
the name of which Mr. Creighton had given her. Upon 
hearing her story he had advised her to go to Burke’s 
Landing and retain a lawyer in that town. He had given 
her the name of an attorney there. 

At times, as the palatial sidewheeler carried her up 
the Mississippi River, she found that her courage did 
become a bit wobbly. She always got it under control 
again by reminding herself that she was in the right. 
She discovered that it also helped to remind herself that 
she was in love with Steven Forbes and that love 
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conquered all. 

Yes. she was in love with the captain. She had been, 
with all her heart, with her entire being, since the night 
she had made love with him in spite of her promise to 
her owner. Horace Driggs, that she would have noother 
lovers. 

She would never be in love with any man but Steven. 
Of this Monique was wholly convinced. 

As for her having cheated on Mr. Driggs. . . well, she 
was by rights a freed slave, and therefore owed him no 
fidelity. 

Arriving at the Landing, she did not make the 
mistake of crossing the color line and posing as a white 
lady, as she easily could have done. She feared that some 
people here—one of them Miles Tarrant, the slave 
dealer—might recognize her and think she was a 
runaway. She wanted no trouble except with the 
Ambertons. 

Hiring a hack to drive her to the Riverside Hotel, she 
told the driver to take her to the side door of that 
establishment. This was where the servants of white 
guests entered, to be assigned to the more or less 
undesirable rooms at the rear of the three-story build¬ 
ing. If a guest required the services of his or her servant 
during the night, the management looked the other 
way. The hack driver gave her a look of surprise as he 
stowed her two pieces of expensive luggage aboard his 
rig. Then, realizing that she had a bit of black blood, his 
surprised expression turned to one of admiration. Mo¬ 
nique had by now become accustomed to men’s admir¬ 
ing glances. 

She told the clerk at the desk, “My owner will be 
coming here within a few days. I’m to wait for him here. 
He is Mr. Horace Driggs, the shipowner of New 
Orleans. He’s a prominent man in that city.” 

A little white lie. she told herself. 

"Yes, of course," the clerk replied. “I know Mr. 
Driggs. We’ve had him here as a guest on several 
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occasions.” 

A lie begat a lie, it seemed. 

After settling into the room to which she was shown, 
Monique ascertained that Captain Forbes's company of 
cavalry was in camp just outside the business section of 
the town. Knowing that the captain was close by was 
important to her. If her courage faltered too greatly, she 
could fortify herself by going to talk with him. 

She left the hotel to visit the lawyer, Melvin A. 
Barnes. He was a young man who wore spectacles. He 
also had adorned his face with a neatly trimmed 
mustache and beard, perhaps to make himself appear 
older and more dignified. He mistook his caller for a 
white lady of quality and had difficulty hiding his 
surprise when she explained her true status. But he 
seemed to become intrigued by her claim that she had 
been sold against the wishes of the plantation owner 
who had sired her. He had known the late John 
Amberton, he admitted. 

"A fine gentleman. A great patriot.” 

Monique continued, "I met one of the late Mr. 
Amberton’s friends in the city, quite by chance. He told 
me that under the terms of Mr. Amberton’s will I was to 
be manumitted and, if I decided to leave La Belle TerTe, 
given two thousand dollars.” 

“Do you mind giving me the gentleman's name?” 

“Not at all. It’s Judson Creighton. He owns the 
plantation nearest La Belle Terre, but he and his family 
moved out of it to New Orleans.” 

“Ah, yes ... Its house was looted and burned by the 
maroons of Malheur Swamp not long ago.” 

“Really? I didn’t know that,” Monique said. "I grew 
up convinced that I was John Amberton’s offspring and 
knew that he had told Mrs. Amberton that I wasn’t to be 
sold just before he went off to the war. Then reoendy 
Mr. Creighton told me that he had read and witnessed 
the will Mr. Amberton made just before leaving with 
his regiment to fight in Tennessee. Mr. Creighton made 
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out a deposition to that effect for me " 

She took the document from her reticule and handed 
it to the young attorney. He read it with what seemed 
great care and a rising interest. He then gazed at her 
probingly through his spectacles. He seemed impressed 
by her in more ways than one. 

"Did Mr. Creighton say he would back up this 
deposition by appearing in person in court if the need 
arose?” 

"Yes, he did. And if you know him, you’ll realize that 
he is an honorable gentleman.” 

"As a matter of fact, I met him on several occasions 
before he and his family moved to New Orleans,” 
Barnes said. "I also had the honor of knowing Mr. John 
Amberion.” 

Monique looked at him eagerly. "Will you help me, 
then? Will you act as my attorney?” 

"I’d be delighted to, my dear young lady, for it seems 
that you have a legitimate case against the Amberton 
family. It’s my belief that they may be inclined to settle 
the matter out of court. Of course, I shall expect to be 
recompensed ...” 

Monique smiled, amused by his sudden show of 
pomposity. "I’m not entirely ignorant, Mr. Bames. I 
expect to pay you for your services, though I also expect 
your fees to be within reason. After all, this is a matter 
that I might be able to handle on my own, you know.” 

Bames told her what his retainer would be and what 
percentage he would expect to be paid out of the two 
thousand dollars when and if she received it from Mrs. 
Amberton. She paid him the retainer out of the money 
Captain Forbes had given her. 

After giving her a receipt for it, he said, "Now as to 
when we should start our action. Miss Monique. I 
realize that it’s always wise to strike while the iron is 
hot, but since you’re just arrived here you probably 
haven’t heard what happened at La Belle Terre just last 
night.” 
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She regarded him uncertainly. "No, I haven’t. Has 
something serious happened? ” 

Barnes nodded, and his bearded face turned grave. 
"Serious is right. According to the report brought by a 
soldier who was there, a large band of fugitive slaves 
from Malheur Swamp attacked La Belle Terre. They 
tried to burn the house after failing to break into it. 
They did set fire to the stableandanother building. The 
house itself was saved by the efforts of the people in it 
after the maroons withdrew. Which they did only after 
the death of their leader, a buck named Jubal.” 

Monique sat as though stunned, a stricken look on 
her face. 

Jubal, she thought bleakly. This had come about 
because of what the buck had done to her eight years 
ago, because of his having been punished so severely by 
John Amberton. 

"Were any members of the family hurt—killed?" 

She found that she cared. Despite what had been done 
to her, she did care about the Ambertons. 

“We have only the soldier's report, you understand,” 
Barnes told her. “He was sent to fetch Dr. Lawson and 
Sheriff Hobbs. The maroons left many dead and 
wounded behind, it seems. I don’t think any members of 
the family needed the doctor’s attention. The soldier 
had orders from the officer in command of those Union 
troops.” 

"Captain Forbes,” Monique said, gripped by alarm. 
"Is he safe?” 

"I understand he suffered a wound,” the lawyer said. 
"I don’t know how serious it is. We’ll not know more 
until the doctor returns to town. It is known, though, 
that one of the plantation slaves and also a Mr. 
Markham, who was to marry Miss Jeanette Amberton, 
were killed.” 

“How awful! Is anything being done to make sure 
that the maroons won’t attack La Belle Terre again?” 

"Sheriff Hobbs and some armed possemen accompa- 
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nied Dr. Lawson. And a dozen or so soldiers were taken 
off duty here and have gone out there. I imagine that 
everything is under control now, but the point I was 
making is that I'm not sure that today is the right day 
for you to lay your claims before the mistress of La Belle 
Terre.” 

Think of Mistress Denise, remembering what a weak 
and pampered lady she had always been, Monique 
realized it would be wrong to make more trouble for her 
so soon after the tragic events of last night. She nodded 
that she agreed with the lawyer. 

“We’ll wait a few days, perhaps even a week. I can 
bear to remain in bondage a little longer.” She got from 
her chair. "I’m staying at the Riverside Hotel, if you 
want to get in touch with me about the case. If I don’t 
hear from you. I’ll stop by here in about a week.” 

Barnes too rose. “It’s charitable of you to put off the 
legal action, Miss Monique. It will be in your favor if we 
should end up in court because the Ambertons refuse to 
acknowledge the validity of your claim.” 

He went to open the door for her, still treating her as a 
white lady, as he had done since she arrived. 

“We’ll keep in touch. Goodbye for now.” 

She nodded a goodbye in return, then departed in her 
prideful, almost haughty manner that belied the fact 
that she was part Negro and also legally still a slave. 

Her cool, aloof appearance as she walked down the 
street was deceiving, however. She was the victim of an 
intense inner turmoil—and for good reason. The man 
she loved had been one of the maroons’ victims. His 
wound might be a serious one. It might even prove to be 
fatal. She had to fight against the urge to hire a hack to 
take her out to La Belle Terre—to Steven Forbes. She 
wouldn’t be welcome. The Ambertons would turn her 
away in a most cruel manner. At least Flame would. . . 
Flame, who could hate with such a terrible intensity, 
and whom she had reason to hate, to an even greater 
degree, in return. 
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Chapter Twenty-five 


Steven allowed himself two days in bed. On the third 
morning, when Pierre came to dress his wound and 
help him bathe, he had his mind made up to quit being 
an invalid. He told the butler he was getting back on his 
feet, even though the doctor had prescribed that he 
spend a full week there. Always politely servile, Pierre 
got him a robe and bedroom slippers. 

“You'll have to take it slow and easy, Captain,” 
Pierre told him. 

Steven could not do otherwise. His wound was in his 
right side. It would have been called a crease in the 
army—but it was an ugly affair of badly torn flesh. 
More importantly, he had lost a great deal of blood 
before those who had worked on him had managed to 
stanch the flow. He nearly fell in getting from the bed. 
His knees buckled, and he would have gone down but 
for the butler's haste in taking hold of him. 

With Pierre’s support, Steven made a slow tour of the 
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guest room that had begun to seem permanently his 
own. Once around it, he was glad to sink into an 
armchair. But he remained out of bed only to have his 
breakfast. He then returned to bed. He got up again 
early in the afternoon. 

He’d known nothing of what had happened after his 
having been felled by the bullet from Keith Markham's 
Henry rifle—nothing except that he had fired his 
revolver at the man immediately after being hit. The 
shock to his system had caused him to lose conscious¬ 
ness. Even when he regained his senses, he had been 
groggy. He hadn’t learned until the following morn¬ 
ing, when his mind was clear again, even though his 
body felt like an empty shell of what it had been, that 
the maroons had abruptly withdrawn when they failed 
to break into the house after setting fire to.the dining 
room. 

Flame had told him what he hadn’t been conscious to 
witness. She had been with him much of the time until 
after Dr. Lawson had come to treat his wound. Now she 
was in and out of his room frequently, still worrying 
about him. When she had told him of the departure of 
the maroons, she had again been dressed in a riding 
outfit. Yes, she’d replied to hisquestion, she intended to 
carry on the work in the fields, as though nothing had 
occurred. 

"Early this morning,” he remembered her telling 
him, "we found what caused them to give up the attack 
and simply run off. Matt Hagarthy found Jubal’s body. 
One of your soldiers shot and killed that awful creature 
after he threw flaming torches into the dining room. He 
must have been the leader.” 

Flame went on, in a choked voice, “If you and your 
men hadn't come, Steven ...” 

“No use thinking about what might have hap¬ 
pened.” 

“You saved my life,” Flame went on. “If you hadn’t 
come to the study at that moment, Keith would have 
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killed me.” 

"He’s dead?” 

" Yes. Your shot killed him as he was about to shoot 
at me again. He’s being buried today in the Beaumont- 
Amberton cemetery. The slave who was killed was 
buried among his own kind. As for the dead and 
wounded maroons .. . the sheriff and his possemen are 
taking them away in wagons." She was silent for a 
moment, then added, “He was mad—absolutely mad. 
Keith, I mean.” 

Steven made no reply to that. Some men would go to 
any lengths to achieve their ambitions. He was talked 
out, anyway. He had to give in to his weakness and lie 
back with his eyes closed. As he drifted off into the sleep 
of exhaustion, he felt Flame’s lips brush against his and 
heard her whisper, “I love you. Captain Steven Forbes. 
You’re the special man I’ve been hoping would come 
into my life.” 

That had been the first morning. Now, during the 
afternoon of the third day of his convalescence, he was 
able to get out of bed and sit in a chair. lie sat in it toeat 
his dinner that evening, and he told Pierre that he 
would gel into his uniform the following day. 

“It’s all ready for you, Captain. The bullethole in the 
shirt has been mended, and the whole outfit washed 
and ironed. I had the stable boy polish your boots, and 
he did such a fine job that you can use them for a mirror 
when you get around to shaving.” 

Steven felt his whiskery face. “Icoulddo withashave 
right now. If you’ll bring my kit and some warm 
water ..." 

He was clean-shaven when Flame next looked in on 
him. 

Seeing him both shaven and in his uniform the 
following morning, her face fell. He was touched by her 
disappointed look. She didn’t want him recovering so 
quickly. She would rather have him prolong his stay at 
La Belle Terre, for her own purposes. He understood 
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her quite well by now. 

"You’re planning to leave soon.” Her tone was one 
of accusation. "And you were told by the doctor to 
remain in bed for a week. Can’t you at least stay and 
rest?” 

He had sent two of the soldiers he’d brought with him 
to the plantation, and all of those who had come there 
too late on the orders he had sent by Tobey the night the 
maroons attacked, back to Burke’s Landing. 

“La Belle Terre is safe enough now,” he told Flame. 
"The maroons can’t be so stupid as to attack it again. 
And I am needed elsewhere. One thing I want to do is to 
get Sheriff Hobbs to join with my men and me in 
clearing out that nest of outlaws once and for all.” 

Flame said, with a tremor in her voice, "We're not 
likely to meet again once you leave, are we?” 

"The fortunes of war, Flame. Who knows what will 
happen? But I certainly won’t be leaving here today or 
even tomorrow, unless you order me to. I’m still too 
weak to ride a horse.” 

Her smile returned, making her face radiant. “That 
makes me feel so much better. Would you think me a 
brazen hussy if I said that I'm—well—smitten by you?” 

Smiling, almost managinga grin, he replied, "Those 
are the only pleasant words I’ve heard since I signed up 
for army duty, a couple of lifetimes ago. You’re a lovely 
lady. Flame.” 

"And I could certainly rid myself of that nasty streak 
you hold against me,” she said, and kissed him as she 
prepared to leave him to see after the plantation work. 

The following day Steven took his meals downstairs 
with the family. These were not joyous get-togethers, 
for Philip was bereaved over having lost his friend and 
Jeanette appeared disconsolate because the man she was 
to have married had died in the fighting. Their mother 
seemed in a deep state of shock due to that night of 
terror. 

On Flame’s suggestion, with Steven agreeing it was a 
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sensible one, the others were permitted to believe that 
Keith Markham had been killed by a bullet fired 
through a window of the study by a maroon and that 
Steven had been wounded in the same manner. Nothing 
was to be gained by telling the truth of what had 
happened in the study just before the last of the 
attackers withdrew. Philip and Jeanette would have 
had a greater heartbreak to bear if they learned that the 
man admired so much by the one and loved so deeply by 
the other had been insane. 

Steven allowed himself two more days of rest, then 
announced at dinner on the second day that he would 
leave La Belle Terre tomorrow. 

"I’m beginning to like it here too much,” he said, 
smiling at the Ambertons. "It’s become almost like 
home to me.” 

Characteristically, Denise showed little interest. She 
was further withdrawn from reality than before the 
maroons’ attack. 

"We'll miss you,” she said, seemingly only out of 
politeness. "You’ve come to seem almost one of the 
family. And with first my husband lost in this terrible 
war, and now Jeanette’s fiance. . . Well, we will indeed 
miss you. Captain.” 

“And I’ll miss you, of course, Mrs. Amberton.” 

Philip, habitually gloomy since Keith’s death, man¬ 
aged to say pleasantly, " You’re welcome to stay as long 
as duty will permit you to, Steve.” 

Flame looked disappointed. Saying nothing, she 
gazed at Steven in a speculative manner. The remainder 
of that day her thoughts were all confusion. She 
couldn’t let Steven go without obtaining some commit¬ 
ment from him. It needn’t be a formal proposal of 
marriage, she decided. If she could simply bind him to 
her by some means so he would promise to return to her 
when the war ended, she would be satisfied. He could 
write to her and she to him. They could be in love 
without seeing each other. 
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But she didn’t know if he loved her. She was doubtful 
that her finding him somehow special and wanting 
him to share her life was sufficient to make him desire 
her. By bedtime that night she decided that she must 
pke the ultimate step to gain a permanent hold on him. 
That hadn’t worked with Keith, but only because 
Jeanette had also wanted him and had been more 
devious than she. This time Jeanette showed no sign of 
being interested in the man. She was gone from the 
house almost every day, riding only she knew where. 
No. Jeanette didn’t want Steven Forbes—thank God. 

And I do . . . more than anything else in the world'. 

So Flame decided to take that ultimate step in 
winning a man's heart. She would indulge in outright 
seduction. Such a plan was easily made. Carrying it out 
look a great deal of courage. Or so Flame discovered. 

She prepared herself for the act, draping her slender 
but curvaceous body in her most revealing nightgown 
and negligee. She slipped on a pair of fluffy mules, let 
down her wealth of auburn hair, and brushed it until 
giving it an extra gleam. She daubed a bit of French 
perfume behind her ears and at the base of her throat. 
She finally surveyed herself in the mirror by the 
candlelight and decided that she was her loveliest. She 
could see but one flaw. Her emerald-green eyes were not 
those of a seductress. They were frightened eyes. It 
seemed to her that they registered an inner fear. 

Fear of what? 

Not the sexual act itself, she knew. Having had Keith 
initiate her to lovemaking, she had no misgivings on 
that score. It could give her only pleasure. 

Fear of failure, then? 

Yes, she feared that even if she seduced Steven she 
might fail to win his love—to bind him to her forever. 
Because of this fear, she took up a candle in its holder 
and made her way downstairs to the study. She went to 
the cellaret. Its stock was depleted, having been drained 
off since Philip’s return home—bringing Keith with 
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him. Poor, mad Keith. Strangely enough, she was in 
such a mood that she could even forgive him for having 
tried to kill her. It had brought Steven and herself closer 
together. She did find enough wine in a bottle to pour 
herself a bracing drink . . . one that would give the 
courage to do what she had planned. 

She filled a stemmed glass almost to its rim. The wine 
was a fortunate choice, for as she sipped it someone 
came to the door, which she had left ajar. The person 
knocked lightly. 

"May I come in?" 

Steven’s voice. She was startled. "Yes, of course." 

He pushed the door farther open and came into the 
room, and she thought. Thank heaven he didn’t catch 
me drinking whiskey! Southern ladies were not sup¬ 
posed to indulge themselves in anything stronger than 
wine. She managed a rueful smile. 

“I suppose you believe you’ve caught me at my secret 
vice,” she said. "The truth is, I couldn’t sleep and 
thought some wine ... I do have nights when it helps 
make me drowsy. Join me?” She was thinking how 
fortunate it was for her that he had appeared. She hadn't 
liked the idea of going uninvited to his room. Now he 
would make the advances. She was convinced of that by 
the way he looked at her. “Please do,” she added. 

"All right, I will. But I really came down to borrow a 
book from those shelves. Couldn’t get to sleep myself. I 
guess I’ve been sleeping too much these past several 
days.” 

She set her glass on the cellaret. "Bourbon for you, I 
suppose? ” 

“Wine would be fine, since that’s what you’re 
having.” 

"If there’s any left," she said. 

She searched among the bottles in the cabinet and 
found a nearly full bottle of dry sherry. She filled 
another stemmed glass, then turned to him. Heevident- 
ly had been to bed and tried to sleep, for he was in a robe. 
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His mane of coarse blonde hair was tousled. 

"To you, lovely lady," he said, raising his glass to 
her. 

"And to you, gallant soldier,” Flame said, having 
taken up her glass again. 

He laughed after they’d drunk the toast to each other. 
"We're talking like characters in a romantic novel." 

"A nice way to talk, I think.” 

"Of course,” he said, and now looked at her even 
more appraisingly. After another sip of wine, he said, 
"You know if you were other than a proper Southern 
lady I would, under these circumstances, be tempted to 
make advances.” 

Flame experienced a delicious thrill, and with it a full 
measure of hope. This was going to be easier than she 
had anticipated. 

“Oh, I’m sure that proper Southern ladies have been 
the recipients of advances by gent lemen—and have even 
been receptive to them.” 

“In your case. I’d be afraid you'd have me sent to the 
whipping post. You’re an extremely formidable young 
woman, you know.” 

She made a face. "You're never going to forget the 
things I had to do to maintain order on this plantation, 
are you?” 

“I was merely being facetious. Flame.” 

"I’ve not much of a sense of humor. I’m afraid.” 

"Let me try another approach, then.” 

"Well, from what I’ve heard of men, they try every 
possible approach—even with married ladies.” 

"I may shock you.” 

"I’d wager that you can't. So try.” 

He considered for a long moment, sipping his wine. 
“All right,” he said finally. "Will you come to bed with 
me?” 

"Yes, I will,” Flame said, and immediately gulped 
down the last of her wine. 

She was jubilant. She was getting what she wanted— 
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a hold on him that would be binding. 

Despite Steven’s still not having completely regained 
his strength, he made love to her vigorously and for 
long enough to satisfy her. As she held him in a tight 
embrace, she told herself that he was indeed the man she 
wanted—and would have. She loved him as much as she 
could love anyone. Of this she was convinced. 

When they had at last spent their passion and lay in a 
loose embrace, she whispered, "Steven, I love you. I’ll 
always love you. I wish ..." 

” You wish what? ” he prompted, when she fell silent 
due to the fear that she was pushing too hard. 

“That you loved me in return.” 

"What we just did wasn’t a romp with a prostitute, 
sweetheart.” 

"I don’t know much about men. I wouldn't know 
what it was to you.” 

"Let me ask you something. Will you still feel this 
way toward me if I come back here after the war, from 
wherever it is I’ll be sent next?” 

Flame’s heart seemed to give a lurch. "Oh, yes! Yes, 
yes—yes! ” 

He laughed, holding her more tightly. “Then watch 
for me to be riding up your driveway after you’ve heard 
peace has come. And start packing when you do see 
me.” 

"Packing?” 

"For the trip to Pittsburgh,” he said. “You don’t 
think I'm going to spend the rest of my life on a 
Louisiana farm in the middle of nowhere, do you? And 
you don’t want that either, do you?” 

Now her heart seemed to sink to bottomless depths. 
Leave La Belle Terre? She couldn’t do that. She 
wouldn’t—not for any man. The plantation was her 
first love, her greatest love. Special though Steven 
might be, she had intended for him to be but an 
extension to the life into which she had been bom. 
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But to tell him now would ruin everything. It would 
scare him away . . . keep him from returning to her 
when peace finally came. He must return, and then . . . 
well, then she would somehow convince him that this 
was where they would be happy together. Here at La 
Belle Terre they would have their children and their 
grandchildren. She would win him around when he 
returned. She always had her way, after all. She kissed 
him tenderly. 

‘‘What I want is what you want, darling,” she lied. 

She lied with the assurance that she could bring him 
around to doing as she wanted. He was in love with her, 
after all. That was his weakness. His being in love with 
her made him vulnerable . . . 

Monique was annoyed with herself to find that she 
was the victim of a bad case of nerves as Lawyer Barnes 
turned the horse and buggy into the driveway leading to 
La Belle Terre’s mansion. She actually had a fluttery 
feeling of fear all through her. This had once been 
home to her, but now she would be a most unwelcome 
visitor. Flame especially would show her hatred when 
they confronted each other. 

Was she still afraid of Flame, her half-sister? 

No, damn it. I won't let myself be. I have right on my 
side. All the wrong was hers. 

"Are you all right. Miss Monique?” 

Melvin A. Barnes, attomey-at-law, peered at her 
anxiously through his spectacles. His bearded young 
face wore a look of concern. Monique sensed that he was 
a bit uneasy. The thought came to her that he may never 
before have had a case in which he had crossed legal 
swords with people as important as the Ambertons. 

‘Til be all right,” she told him. 

She looked for damage to the handsome house but 
little was to be seen at the front. She did notice that the 
stable was a great heap of blackened rubble. She also 
saw several people and horses standing near the veranda 
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steps. Recognizing one of them as Flame, she again 
experienced that fluttery feeling of uneasiness. She 
didn’t pray for courage, but she might as well have. And 
she would have done so if she had believed the prayer 
would be answered. She simply willed herself to be 
strong. 

She next recognized a second of the four people there. 
It was Captain Steven Forbes, her lover of that night in 
New Orleans—the only man she regarded as having 
been truly her lover. His presence would give her all the 
courage she needed to thrash matters out with Flame 
and the other Ambertons. More importantly, he seemed 
himself, and in no way incapacitated by the wound he’d 
suffered. Monique was now seized by a joyous feeling, 
convinced that matters would go her way and she would 
soon be a freed slave . . . her own person at last. 
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Chapter Twenty-six 


Steven was more than a little surprised to find himself 
a witness to the confrontation between Flame and 
Monique. But he decided thaf perhaps he had the right 
to be present, since each of these two young women was 
important to him. The thought occurred to him that he 
was almost certainly in love with both of them, which 
was a problem that needed to be solved. He had it solved 
for him during the confrontation, which took place in 
the handsome study of the plantation house. 

Flame would have preferred to see Steven ride away 
with his two soldiers. He was saying goodbye to her 
when the horse and buggy turned in from the public 
road. Flame recognized the driver as Melvin Barnes, a 
lawyer with a practice at the Landing. Then she turned 
to ice upon seeing that the passenger in the rig was 
Monique. 

Steven recognized Monique at the same moment. He 
turned from his horse, which he’d been about to mount, 
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and strode to the buggy. He spoke in a surprised and 
pleased tone to Monique, but Flame failed to catch his 
words. She was, however, astute enough to realize that 
he was overjoyed to see the wench. 

Wench? Flame reflected with some bitterness that one 
could hardly regard the lovely, stylishly attired young 
woman whom Steven now helped from the buggy as a 
nigger wench. Monique wore a pink dress that fitted her 
to perfection. Her small straw hat trimmed with pink 
artificial flowers enhanced the shining beauty of her 
rich brown-black hair. Her smile, which was all for 
Steven, made her always attractive face seem alive with a 
wondrous beauty. Flame sensed that Monique’s return 
meant trouble, but at the moment she experienced only 
a jealousy so powerful she feared it would be seen by all 
these people. 

She was caught up in a wild urge to take flight. But 
she was dressed to look her best, to see Steven off, not for 
riding. And Centaur wasn't saddled, anyway. She had 
nowhere to flee to except to her bedroom, and she would 
be summoned from there to talk with Monique and her 
lawyer. So she stood and wailed for the worst to happen, 
as though mesmerized. 

Melvin Barnes was out of the buggy now, approach¬ 
ing her with his hat in his hand and peering at her in his 
owlish way through his spectacles. He bowed, and this 
formal gesture was in keeping with the mustache and 
beard he affected. After expressing his sympathy and 
condolences ove* the tragic occurrences here so recently, 
he apologized for intruding at what might seem an 
inopportune time. 

Then he added, rather pompously, "However, Miss 
Amberton, this matter concerning my client and your 
family requires immediate attention.” 

Flame said with an effort, "I understand. If you and 
Monique will come inside, please ...” 

This was when Steven found that he was to be an 
observer to what took place, for Monique turned to 
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Flame and spoke to her in such a firm tone that her 
suggestion couldn’t be denied. 

"I’d like very much to have a disinterested witness 
present during the discussion.” She glanced at Steven. 
"Would you mind. Captain?” 

He answered as she had been sure he would, for she 
recalled his indignation when told that she had been 
sold against her late owner’s wishes. 

"I wouldn't mind at all, Monique. Of course, if 
Flame objects ...” 

Flame wanted to object, but she felt that it would 
place her in a bad light indeed. She merely said, “Come 
in with us, since she wants you there.” To Barnes, she 
said, "The sooner we get this matter settled, the better 
it will be for all of us.” 

When they entered the study, where the damage 
caused by the maroons’ attack had been repaired by 
those plantation slaves who had some skill at working 
with tools, Melvin Barnes suggested that the other 
members of her family should be present. Flame shook 
her head. 

"There’s no need to bother them with this matter. 
Whatever wrong Monique claims was done her was my 
doing. Neither my mother, brother, nor sister had a part 
in it.” She gestured curtly. "You may as well sit down, 
all of you. I’d offer you refreshments, but under the 
circumstances ...” She shrugged as though convinced 
such an offer would be refused. 

She seated herself at the desk, which no longer held 
any firearms or ammunition. Monique went to the 
couch, Barnes to an armchair. Steven remained stand¬ 
ing, leaning his shoulder against the fireplace mantel 
and lighting a cheroot. His gaze shifted from one young 
woman to the other, remembering . . . 

He remembered his night with Monique in New 
Orleans, and Flame’s giving herself to him last night. 
Two lovely young women. He would, he knew, end up 
sharing his life with one of them. But which one? 
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Would it be this arrogant, aristocratic white girl, or the 
prideful, partly black girl who had the courage to fight 
for what should be hers when believing the cards were 
stacked against her because of her Negro blood? 

Melvin Barnes came into his own now. His manner 
became more businesslike and assured. He took a 
notebook from the inside pocket of his coat, opened it, 
and obtained some information from it before he spoke. 

"Miss Amberton, my client, who goes only by the 
name Monique, claims that you did sell her to a slave 
dealer known as Miles Tarrant. Mr. Tarrant has 
admitted to me that he received the young woman as a 
slave for two thousand dollars, which sum he paid to 
you. Do you admit to this?" 

"I admit it,” Flame said, defiant of manner. "But I 
had good reason to want to rid La Belle Terre of the 
wench. She had become a troublemaker, and was 
setting a bad example for our other slaves.” 

"But is it not true. Miss Amberton, that your late 
father, Mr. John Amberton, stated that he did not want 
Monique sold under any circumstances?” 

Steven noted that Flame hesitated, and then hedged. 
“He didn’t say it to me.” 

"But he did say it to your mother within your 
hearing?" 

Flame’s expression became so angry and spiteful that 
for a moment her face was devoid of loveliness. “If he 
did, I had forgotten.” 

Steven knew that she was lying. 

Barnes went on, “But wasn’t it common knowledge 
among the Amberton family, including yourself, as 
well as the house servants and even the field hands, that 
Mr. Amberton held Monique in high regard and so 
favored her that he wanted La Belle Terre to be her 
home for the remainder of her life?” 

“There may have been such a belief. I wouldn’t 
know.” 

Yes, she's lying, Steven thought, watching her 
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through the blue smoke of his cheroot. She’s too strong- 
willed for her own good. 

He had the impression that Barnes had set a trap, and 
he was convinced Flame would step into it—to her 
undoing. 

The lawyer said, "Tell me, Miss Amberton, did your 
father leave a will?” 

She still gazed at him with that stiffened expression, 
and Steven knew he was at last seeing the true Flame 
Amberton. 

"Is this a court of law? Am I required to answer these 
impertinent questions?" she asked. 

"It’s possible that we will meet in a courtroom at a 
later date,” Barnes told her. "But my client would prefer 
to clear this matter up in an amicable manner. Had your 
father drawn up a last will and testament before leaving 
for the war, or did he die intestate?” 

“I’m not answering any more questions concern¬ 
ing myself or my father—who is dead and buried in 
some unknown place.” She got to her feet, standing 
tall and looking haughty to the extreme. "This nig¬ 
ger wench who believes John Amberton fathered her is 
a liar and—” 

"What would you say. Miss Amberton," Barnes 
broke in, sharp of tone, “if I said I could show you a 
deposition wri tten and signed by one J udson Creigh ton, 
whom you certainly know, that he read and witnessed 
John Amberton’s will? And that in that document your 
father made it clear that Monique should be manumit¬ 
ted in the event of his death and also be paid two 
thousand dollars if she decided not to remain at La Belle 
Terre?” 

True to her word, Flame did not answer the lawyer’s 
questions. She just stood there in that haughty, defiant 
way, looking at him with frosty eyes, as though willing 
him to leave. After a long moment, she could no longer 
contain herself, and spoke with a flare-up of anger. 

"There never was a will.” She spat the words not only 
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at Barnes but at Monique as well. “If there was, it has 
never been found. And it never will be, for I know every 
paper my father left in this room when—” 

“Quit it, Flame,” Philip said, from the doorway. 
"Just give up these lies. This is one time that Mother, 
Jeanette, and I won’t back you up.” He came farther 
into the room, and for the moment at least he was 
mature of manner instead of an irresponsible youth. 
“So admit the truth, damn it. Give up this notion of 
yours that you can run La Belle Terre exactly as you 
choose, in spite of our father’s last wishes.” 

He acknowledged Barnes’s presence with a nod, then 
smiled at Monique. Nothing was to be seen now of the 
illness that had won him his discharge from the army. 

"I apologize for this sister of mine," he added. “You 
must understand that she's obsessed with a desire— 
a need, actually—to be mistress of this plantation, 
and—” 

“Philip, you’re a damned poor Amberton!” Flame 
broke in, turning her fury on him. "You’re so weak of 
character that you won’t stand up for your own kin—or 
even for La Belle Terre." She looked at the others in a 
wild-eyed way. “God, how I hate weak men! ” 

She looked at Steven upon uttering those last six 
words, as though accusing him as well as her brother of 
being weak of character. Then she turned and walked 
from the study, slamming the door behind her. Her 
departure was certainly an admission of guilt, Steven 
thought. He found himself deeply disappointed in her 
... in the real Flame Amberton, who would never 
change from what she was for any man. 

Philip said, "Monique, I was very upset when I came 
home and learned that you had been sold. If I could 
have done something about it, I certainly would have. 
But Father did leave a will in which he stated that you 
were to be manumitted and given two thousand dollars 
if you decided to go off on your own as a freed slave. 
Mother has it in her possession. She suppressed it on 
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Flame’s urging. But I’ll have her write out and sign a 
document of manumission for you. And of course you 
will receive the two thousand dollars in due time, since 
obviously you won’t want to live here again.” He 
smiled ruefully. "I often wonder why I stay here 

myself.” . 

He went to the door, then looked at her again after 
opening it. "Ml ask Mother to comedownand write out 
that paper freeing you.” 

Steven looked at Monique. She didn’t seem at all 
jubilant, as one might have expected. She appeared 
somewhat saddened. The thought occurred to him that 
she had hoped, deep within herself, that Flame would 
in the end make some friendly gesture toward her. But 
there was no charitable side to Flame Amberton’s 
nature, he realized. As for her ever having packed to 
leave for his home with him when peace came, he 
understood now that she would never leave La Belle 
Terre for any man. 


I 
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Epilogue 


1 hat evening Steven took Monique to dinner at the 
hotel where she was staying. Not a single other person 
taking the evening meal there seemed to give a thought 
to the possibility that she had Negro blood. Had this 
been known about her, she would have been barred 
from the dining room. 

To Steven's eyes, she was by far the most attractive 
woman present. And he knew now that even if the 
confrontation between her and Flame hadn't taken 
place, it would have been she to whom he returned at 
the end of the war. 

So far as he could discern there was nothing of the 
bitch in Monique. Some bitterness for having been bom 
a slave, perhaps, but no nastiness—no cruelty. She was 
a gentle person and a loving one. Her lustrous brown 
eyes mirrored that as she looked at him. 

"I hope you'll stay here until my orders take me 
elsewhere, which they will eventually," he told her 
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midway through their meal of baked ham, candied 
vams and com fritters. "Then, if you agree. I’ll give you 
money to go to Pittsburgh to wait for me. I’ll also give 
v ou a letter for my parents, who will take you in—and 
cherish you—because you’re mine. I’ll tell them that 
W e’ll be married as soon as I receive my discharge from 

•he army.” . . . 

"Married, Steven?’’ She gazed at him uncertainly. 

"Can we be married, even in the North? 

He did not tell her that the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania had a law forbidding the marriage of 
whites to Negroes. He intended to ignore that law. He 
was sure he could do so with impunity. She was after all 
lighter of skin than many of the immigrants who came 
from southern Europie to work as laborers in and 
around the city of Pittsburgh. 

"The day you board the riverboat to travel to my part 
of the country,” he said, "you are to regard yourself as 
wholly a white person. Will you do that?” 

“I’ll try,” she said, sounding doubtful. 

“We’ll have a good marriage, Monique—the best 
possible marriage. I can say that because I know it’s 
true.” Seeing that she was still worried that her being 
part Negro might in some way spoil his plans for them 
he tried a little levity so that her anxiety wouldn’t spoil 
their evening. “And of course my parents will also keep 
an eye on you, to keep you from stepping out of line^ 
She managed a faint smile. “If you believe I’d be 
unfaithful, Steven Forbes, you'd better break off with 
me this instant.” 

“My, my, how smart-looking one becomes as soon as 

one becomes a free citizen.” 

“Maybe I’d better wam you, darling, that I could 
become very nasty if you ever step out of line." 

"Ha,” Steven said. "I have a way to keep you from 

that." . . 

"Oh, so you’d abuse me? What a brute you re turning 

out to be!” 


311 



Epilogue 


A hat evening Steven took Monique to dinner at the 
hotel where she was staying. Not a single other person 
taking the evening meal there seemed to give a thought 
to the possibility that she had Negro blood. Had this 
been known about her, she would have been barred 
from the dining room. 

To Steven’s eyes, she was by far the most attractive 
woman present. And he knew now that even if the 
confrontation between her and Flame hadn’t taken 
place, it would have been she to whom he returned at 
the end of the war. 

So far as he could discern there was nothing of the 
bitch in Monique. Some bitterness for having been born 
a slave, perhaps, but no nastiness—no cruelty. She was 
a gentle person and a loving one. Her lustrous brown 
eyes mirrored that as she looked at him. 

"I hope you’ll stay here until my orders take me 
elsewhere, which they will eventually,” he told her 

310 


midway through their meal of baked ham, candied 
yams, and com fritters. "Then, if you agree, f'll give you 
money to go to Pittsburgh to wait for me. I’ll also give 
you a letter for my parents, who will take you in—and 
cherish you—because you’re mine. I’ll tell them that 
we’ll be married as soon as I receive my discharge from 
the army." 

“Married, Steven?” She gazed at him uncertainly. 
"Can we be married, even in the North?” 

He did not tell her that the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania had a law forbidding the marriage of 
whites to Negroes. He intended to ignore that law. He 
was sure he could do so with impunity. She was after all 
lighter of skin than many of the immigrants who came 
from southern Europe to work as laborers in and 
around the city of Pittsburgh. 

"The day you board the riverboat to travel to my part 
of the country,” he said, "you are to regard yourself as 
wholly a white person. Will you do that?” 

“I’ll try,” she said, sounding doubtful. 

"We’ll have a good marriage, Monique—the best 
possible marriage. I can say that because I know it’s 
true.” Seeing that she was still worried that her being 
part Negro might in some way spoil his plans for them, 
he tried a little levity so that her anxiety wouldn’t spoil 
their evening. “And of course my parents will also keep 
an eye on you, to keep you from stepping out of line.” 

She managed a faint smile. "If you believe I’d be 
unfaithful, Steven Forbes, you’d better break off with 
me this instant.” 

"My, my, how smart-looking one becomes as soon as 
one becomes a free citizen.” 

"Maybe I’d better warn you, darling, that I could 
become very nasty if you ever step out of line.” 

"Ha,” Steven said. "I have a way to keep you from 
that.” 

"Oh, so you’d abuse me? What a brute you’re turning 
out to be!” 


311 



All this was lovers' chit-chat. As for his offering her 
more money, this was necessary. Although Denise 
Amberton had promised that Monique would be given 
the two thousand dollars due her by the terms of John 
Amberton’s will, payment would have to be made in the 
distant future. At present, the Ambertons were tightly 
pinched for cash. On Lawyer Bames’s suggestion, 
Denise had written out and give to Monique a promis¬ 
sory note for the two thousand dollars. 

Eventually there would be repercussions due to 
Monique’s having been manumitted. Horace Driggs 
would certainly go into court when he was free to return 
to New Orleans, in an attempt to recover the five 
thousand dollars he had paid for Monique, now that 
she was no longer his filU de joie. He would have to 
bring suit against Miles Tarrant, and the slave dealer 
would doubtless try to recover the two thousand dollars 
he had paid Flame for Monique. 

At la Belle Terre cotton was again beinggrown, fora 
profitable smuggling trade in this commodity, as well ' 
as in many others, had indeed developed. A bale of cot¬ 
ton was now selling for a hundred and twenty dollars, 
and those involved in the contraband trade, among 
whom was General "Beast" Butler’s brother, were fast 
becoming rich men. 

Denise Amberton surprised everyone by coming out 
of her shell. A recluse no longer, she took to having old 
Elijah drive her in the carriage to visit friends at 
neighboring plantations, and even visited Burke’s 
Landing occasionally. She also began to entertain, 
giving small dinner parties. And she still invited Pierre 
into her bed, more often than previously. 

As for Jeanette, her grieving for Keith Markham was 
of short duration. She found release from it through 
Davey Harper. Poor white trash he might be, but she 
found it exciting to be with him at the pond by the 
waterfall deep in the woods. She would of course end 
her affair with him just as soon as the war ended and the 
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young men of her class returned home. Then she would 
have her share of proper suitors. 

Philip became so bored with life at La Belle Terre 
that he packed a bag and took a riverboat to New 
Orleans. In that city he became involved, quite by 
chance, with a "lady” who operated a bordello and also 
dealt in contraband salt. At this time that commodity, 
long scarce in the Southland, was selling for a dollar 
and a half a sack. The woman put Philip in charge of 
overseeing the trading of the salt, which was stored in a 
secret place on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain. 
Philip was not exactly rolling in money, but he had 
enough to indulge himself as one of the city’s men- 
about-town. 

As for Flame, she still hoped, even anticipated, that 
sooner or later a man would enter her life who would be 
the special one for whom she yearned. Meanwhile she 
found that her sexual ventures with Keith Markham 
and Steven Forbes had touched off yearnings in her 
flesh that wouldn’t be denied. This urge was so strong 
one afternoon when the field hands were coming in 
from their day's toil that she intercepted Samson on his 
way to the compound. As usual, she was mounted on 
Centaur and carried her whip. 

"You, nigger.” she said, reining in the stallion 
directly in front of the young buck. “You know that 
cabin where the white boy was servicing those mulatto 
wenches?” 

"I sure do, Missie Flame.” 

"Good. I want you there tonight after dark.” 

Samson looked alarmed. “What for, Missie? I ain’t 
done nothing wrong. You know I ain’t done nothing to 
be punished for since I come back home.” 

"I know you haven’t,” Flame told him. “That s why 1 
want you to come to that cabin. I want to show you I 
appreciate your being a good worker. I'm going to 
reward you.” 

He was still uneasy. "Reward me—how, Missie?” 
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